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ABSTRACT
FAT IN THE ACADEMY:
REIMAGINING THE EXPERIENCES OF FAT ACADEMICS
by
Danielle Lavendier-Vitrano
University of New Hampshire
This dissertation gives teachers with stigmatized bodies space to enter into a conversation
that is often had without them by media and medical providers. Fat bodies are maligned in
contemporary American society and, for a number of reasons, including American ideas about
independence and self-control, European-based standards of beauty, media representation, and
more, fat people (especially women) are seen as pathological, out-of-control and as draining to
the greater society. Within academia, there are pressures for fat folks, as well. This qualitative
interview-based study focuses on self-identified fat, female professors and graduate students in
Composition and Rhetoric. These women are high achieving scholars, activists, teachers,
mothers, and more, yet they are operating under the outside assumptions of fat people: that they
are unintelligent, lazy, and undisciplined. I wanted to see how high achieving fat women
negotiated their identities as scholars and teachers with outside biases. Seven participants talked
about their complicated relationships with their bodies and intersectional experiences of
sexuality, age, ability, and more. The major body of work for this dissertation, the interviews,
investigates many themes, such as childhood experiences, education, romantic relationships,
family dynamics, health concerns, abuse, and careers.
Several important findings have come from this qualitative work. The physical space of
the university as well as professional expectations of academia can be difficult for fat teachers to
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negotiate. The psychic realities of navigating day-to-day life while inhabiting a stigmatized body
can lead to a sense of detachment between a person’s concept of self and the physical body.
Finally, the connection between environment and physical and mental health was reaffirmed. All
participants experienced exacerbated mental health issues and disordered eating in their graduate
programs. A call for less toxic graduate work environments is a clear result of this research,
which adds to the growing body of literature about graduate student health. Finally, my
participants shared complicated and, at times, contrary impressions of what it is like to be fat in
the academy. This dissertation gives them the space to speak and untangle some of their
experiences, making room for a richer conversation about the professional lives of fat teachers
and calling for more inclusion of Fat Studies scholarship within Composition and Rhetoric.
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CHAPTER 1.
INTRODUCTION: WHO WAS THIS SPACE BUILT FOR?
NAVIGATING ACADEMIA IN A FAT BODY
Being fat in America is to have your story written for you. Undeniably a visually striking
state of being, fatness signifies meaning in a way that not many other traits can. This is because
fatness is at once so very common as well as so very reviled and revolting, according to
dominant messages in advertising, medical literature, and more. The sold story of the fat person
is one of sadness and lack—of control, self-confidence, worth, sexual desirability, even the
ability to procreate. Fat bodies are bodies of extremes: corporeally pushing the boundaries of
decency while simultaneously fading into oblivion, neutered (especially men) or oversexualized
(especially women). The fat person’s story also includes betrayal: a body gone bad. This body is
seen as a burden, ostensibly forcing Americans to pay millions more in health care to subsidize
fat bodies. Although well over half of Americans are considered overweight or obese,1 fat
Americans are constantly the subjects of moral and social judgment from peers and colleagues,
medical professionals, and employers. The words above, such as reviled, revolting, betrayal,
burden, and bad are wholly negative and I use them to mimic the tone that most conversations
about fat or the quality of being fat have. The dominant narrative of the fat person is one of
deficit through overextension. Wanting and consuming more leaves the fat person with less. At
least, that’s what the medical community, diet and exercise programs, news outlets, and more tell
us. Fat is failure.

According to the CDC’s data from 2016, 71.3%% of adult Americans (excluding pregnant women) were
considered overweight OR obese based on their BMI, with 39.7% of adults considered obese (“Selected Health
Conditions”).
1

1

Coming into this project from the perspective of a fat person gives me the expertise of
experience. I’ve been fat since I was a child, so I have a deep well from which to draw about this
topic. From isolated incidents such as having to tell my 7th grade science class my weight (we
were doing a project about the metric system and my weight was 175) to wearing men’s clothing
(my father’s Wrangler jeans and oversized sweaters) in my senior year of high school, to being
broken up with by my second boyfriend because I wasn’t athletic enough, my memory is filled
with moments of shame about my weight. Most of these incidents are relatively minor—I’ve
never experienced the extreme bullying and physical abuse that other stigmatized bodies have
faced. But I think what has been more difficult for me to come to terms with are the regular,
almost daily, uncomfortable moments I have with other people in public.
Being in public with a stigmatized body can feel like walking on eggshells. I am careful
about where and how I sit with other people because I am aware that they may be anxious about
sitting next to a fat person. I’m cautious of the places I choose to meet people because I want to
make sure that the furniture will accommodate my weight and that I won’t feel out of place.
Going to college for thirteen years, I’ve taken dozens of classes and have dreaded each one of
them until I knew what the seating was like. If I was lucky, I would be in a classroom with tables
and chairs instead of desks. During my first semester of the PhD program, I had bruises across
my stomach for weeks because of the desks in one of my classrooms. Luckily, after that
semester, I was usually in classrooms with conference table seating. Today, I find myself a
woman who (like many other women of all shapes and sizes) is constantly apologetic for the
space I take up. My chosen profession, teaching, complicates my self-image and challenges me
in ways that are uncomfortable but that I cope with because I love to teach. Standing in front of a
room of students brings forth an intense bodily awareness that I generally lack when I’m alone.
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It’s a double consciousness—the immediate awareness of what is happening in the room and
playing my role as teacher, and a meta-awareness of how I am positioning my body, what I’m
talking about (careful to avoid subjects that may call attention to weight, dieting, size, food, etc.),
the reactions of the students, and more. This meta-awareness becomes hyper-awareness when I
move about the room. Like a chess game, I must see several moves ahead of me—will I fit down
that aisle? Will my body brush those papers off that student’s desk when I squeeze by? Can I
maneuver the way I need to for this activity? The impetus for this dissertation, for me writing
about fatness, is a chance to reframe how fat people are talked about. It is a chance to write the
story of fatness for myself and to give a platform to other fat women in academia to share their
stories and it is an urgent call to change the way we talk about fatness, ability, and intelligence in
conjunction with each other within Composition and Rhetoric, the academy, and in the greater
society.
Composition and Rhetoric: A Fine Home for Fat Studies
The university is the specific arena my discussion of the fat body will take place in for
several reasons. First is that I see an opportunity to do interdisciplinary work in Composition and
Rhetoric, building on a tradition that has been set long before me. Where bell hooks’s deeply
personal theory was inspired by her personal traumas and the very specific embodied experience
of being a Black girl growing into a Black woman throughout desegregation, we, as English
scholars, see her work as a vibrant and vital part of our canon of texts. Gloria Anzaldúa’s
expertise in being a Chicana woman and writer on the borderlands powerfully challenged the
hegemonic power of the English language and pushed the boundaries of what English studies
encompass. Paolo Freire’s masterpiece, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, has influenced scores of
English educators and the principles within have become the backbone of many teachers’
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curricula as well as guiding statements within the field, such as the Students’ Right to Their Own
Language, released by the Conference on College Composition and Communication in 1974.
Scholars from our field have gained much from the humanist endeavors of thinkers from other
fields, such as psychology, women’s studies, education, and sociology. For example, Mike Rose,
inspired by his own working-class background, championed poor students in Lives on the
Boundary. Jay Dolmage’s scholarship is dedicated to matters of physical disabilities, universal
design, and best practices for reaching students with varied learning needs. In addition to
publishing the books Disability Rhetoric and Academic Ableism, he also established the
Canadian Journal of Disability Studies. Margaret Price’s Mad at School delves into the
experience of academics with mental illness and discusses both the challenges they face as well
as the richness they bring to their profession. Just from these few examples, we are reminded that
important work is being done in our field to give voice to people who have been
underrepresented and even silenced in higher education in the past. Racism, sexism, classism,
and ableism have all been taken to task in the literature of our field, and it has always been these
pieces that have spoken to me the most powerfully of anything I’ve read during my research. I
value and appreciate the history of Composition and the much longer history of classical
Rhetoric, and I also see the crucialness of adding to the voices of those who are canonized within
our field. This dissertation builds upon the work of the above scholars by making room for fat
teachers of Composition and Rhetoric to talk about their experiences, thus further enriching the
field overall.
This interdisciplinary humanist tradition within our own program was hard to ignore as I
journeyed through the PhD program. Cris Beemer writes about (and with) cancer survivors and
their communities and trauma, Christina Ortmeier-Hooper is devoted to immigrant and refugee
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literacy and Marcos Del Hierro’s research on hip hop rhetorics challenges and expands the
traditional canon of our field. Their research involves human experience, rhetorical meaning, and
literacy and agency. With these influences, I became more interested in the study of bodily
rhetorics and I realized the importance and social-justice possibilities of making space for
difference within academia. One area of experience that has not been thoroughly explored in
Composition and Rhetoric proper but has had a rise in popularity in Women’s Studies programs,
is the fat experience. With this dissertation, I make space to consider the fat academic’s
experience, giving fat people the authority and power to share their own stories, as well as
challenge assumptions about fat people, in general. This dissertation amplifies marginalized
voices, which builds on the field’s history of engaging with the lives and experiences of people
on the boundaries of society and academia.
Fatness, as a pathological and nutritional concern, has been researched for decades,
unsurprisingly through a Western medical perspective. Clinical medicine, psychology, disability
studies, and sociology have all dealt with the “problem” of the fat body, through the lenses of
physiology, mental health and trauma, eating disorders, and nutritional and class studies.
Universities didn’t see fatness approached in a non-medicalized way until Women’s Studies
departments started offering Fat Studies courses. Fat Studies has been considered its own area of
scholarship for less than two decades and has had its own scholarly journal, Fat Studies, since
2012. According to Marilyn Wann, fat activist and pioneer of the Fat!So? blog, the disciplinary
beginnings of Fat Studies in the United States was a 2004 conference called “Fat Attitudes: An
Examination of an American Subculture and the Representation of the Female Body” at the
Columbia Teachers College (Wann xi). Courses in Fat Studies followed, mainly offered in
Women’s Studies programs. However, fat activists have been around since at least the 1960s,
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with the 1967 NYC “Fat-In” protest, the 1969 founding of NAAFA (the National Association to
Advance Fat Acceptance), and the establishment of the Fat Underground, a female fat activist
group, in 1972 (Wann x).
Fat Studies scholars grapple with the dominant discourse of fat: the medicalized,
panicked, wholly negative conversations that have surrounded the topic of fat and weight for
decades. They take specific issue with the rhetoric of fatness that is disseminated in media and in
medical literature, and they critique language related to fatness (such as the term overweight,
because it implies transgression). There is a spectrum within Fat Studies regarding the way fat
and fat bodies are talked about. On one end of the spectrum is the fat positivity movement,
whose activists promote fatness as celebratory and desirable, both of which are truly radical
ways to talk about fatness. Organizations such as National Association to Advance Fat
Acceptance and Health at Every Size advocate for the acceptance of fat people in our society as
well as advance calls for a complete overhaul of the way fatness and health are discussed in
medical fields and media. Proponents of fat acceptance avoid the use of medicalized terms, such
as “obese” or “overweight,” and they avoid defining what it means to be fat.
On the other end of the spectrum may be doctors who publish about obesity studies (thus
still medicalizing and pathologizing fatness) but who attempt to change the dominant medical
discourse surrounding fatness by acknowledging the Health at Every Size movement (HAES
from now on) or by simply practicing empathy. In the middle is where we see many Fat Studies
courses, which may focus on everything from how fatness is depicted in literature and media, to
investigating medical fields’ biases against fat people, to looking at intersectional studies of
fatness and race, disability, class, and gender, to interrogating the massive and complex diet and
exercise industry in this country, and more. Charlotte Cooper, a longtime fat activist, PhD,
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writer, and fat-centric event organizer, wrote in 2010 that Fat Studies was “beginning to develop
its own critical discourse” (1021) instead of merely critiquing the dominant discourse about size.
The organization of Fat Studies into a discipline lends the subject legitimacy in the academy and,
perhaps just as important, leads the focus on fatness away from the psycho-medical model.
Fat Studies discourse has been recognized by the field of Composition and Rhetoric and
the two disciplines have recently overlapped in scholarship by some Composition and Rhetoric
scholars. Katie Manthey, who has presented on and written about the rhetoric of fat women’s
fashion choices, is one such scholar. Her teaching is situated in Composition and Rhetoric, but
her publication and conference history show an interdisciplinary scatter that is usual for this kind
of work. Though Manthey teaches courses in rhetoric and has evidence of robust professional
engagement, her work is published largely outside of Composition and Rhetoric journals, apart
from the embodiment statement in Peitho, below. Other scholars housed in Composition and
Rhetoric programs also work in Fat Studies, as seen in a smattering of panels at the Conference
of College Composition and Communication and Feminisms and Rhetorics Conference over
recent years. Overall, however, there is little Fat Studies scholarship in Composition and
Rhetoric. I see this as one challenge to my research, as well as an opportunity to expand the field
to include more of this type of embodiment scholarship in Composition and Rhetoric.
The field of Composition and Rhetoric has, over the past several decades, expanded its
vision to focus on non-mainstream populations of writers and rhetors. For example, Embodiment
Studies, a thriving area of scholarship within Composition and Rhetoric, examines bodily
rhetoric and the lived experiences of a wide range of non-normative or underrepresented bodies.
In a special Peitho concept statement, Maureen Johnson, Daisy Levy, Katie Manthey, and Maria
Novotny, all embodiment scholars who have widely presented and published on issues of
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infertility rhetorics, breaking the other/normal binary, fat fashion, and more, say that
Embodiment Studies “encourages a methodological approach that addresses the reflective
acknowledgement of the researcher from feminist traditions and conveys an awareness or
consciousness about how bodies—our own and others’—figure in our work” (39). This is in
contrast to traditional “body work” done in science fields and published in medical journals,
much of which traditionally relegates the body to a mere object without unique experiences,
contextual histories, and embodied knowledges. Per Johnson, et al.’s, definition, there is
significant overlapping scholarship between embodiment, disability, feminist, and queer studies.
Embodiment Studies can be liberating for those who have felt ignored by previous waves of
theory and scholarship.
Jack Selzer and Sharon Crowley’s Rhetorical Bodies, published in 1999, is an early
collection of essays about embodied rhetoric, within the field of Composition and Rhetoric.
Their introduction situates the work of materiality studies in rhetoric. Selzer’s introduction lays
claim for the importance of studying material, embodied rhetorics: “Language and rhetoric have
a persistent material aspect that demands acknowledgment, and material realities often (if not
always) contain a rhetorical dimension that deserves attention: for language is not the only
medium or material that speaks” (8). The burgeoning interest in materiality stems from a change
in values in postmodernism. Selzer continues, “As postmoderns have come to challenge the
centering of subjectivities in the mind, the body has naturally become a more focal point of
rhetorical inquiry” (9). Indeed, Embodiment Studies has become a popular and satisfying course
of research for many rhetoricians and compositionists. Embodiment studies permit different
kinds of theoretical frameworks with which to approach talking about fatness. This flexibility is
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important because, as I will argue below, conversations about fatness tend to two opposite sides
of a spectrum, with much room in the middle to build on.
The Current Study
This dissertation gives teachers with stigmatized bodies space to enter a conversation that is
often had without them by media and medical providers—a conversation about their own lives
and bodily realities. The primary body of work for this dissertation, the interviews with six selfidentified fat, female composition teachers, investigates many themes, such as childhood
experiences, education, romantic relationships, family dynamics, health concerns, abuse, careers,
and more. Participants talked about their complicated relationships with their bodies and
intersectional experiences of sexuality, and age. Several important findings have come from this
qualitative work. The physical space of the university as well as professional expectations of
academia can be difficult for fat teachers to negotiate and the psychic realities of navigating dayto-day life while inhabiting a stigmatized body can lead to a sense of detachment between a
person’s concept of self and their physical body. The connection between environment and
physical and mental health was reaffirmed. All participants experienced exacerbated mental
health issues, eating disorders, and/or disordered eating2 in their graduate programs. A call for
less toxic graduate work environments is a necessary result of this dissertation. Furthermore, this
study calls into question the ableist workings of academia, overall, and posits the need for a

2

Eating disorders (EDs) and disordered eating are two phrases I will use in this dissertation that are not
interchangeable. Eating disorders, classified by the DSM-V (the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders, 5th edition) are diagnosable Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa, and Binge Eating Disorder, as well as
several other less frequent disorders. Disordered eating is a more “livable” and common relationship with food that
may lead to EDs, but not necessarily. Types of disordered eating can be ignoring hunger cues (by eating when not
hungry, bored, etc.). completely eliminating a certain kind of food, and similar behaviors (Seitz).
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major reexamining of the costs of doing working in academia, particularly in a marginalized
body.
Chapter Descriptions
Chapter 2, The Construction of Fat and Fat Bias: A Malleable History, closely examines the
narratives about fat people that are told by society. Before I discuss the design and findings of
my own study, I believe it is beneficial to spend some time unpacking fatness and fat bias in
order to provide context for readers. Although medical guidelines define much of the American
population as at least overweight, if not obese or morbidly obese, it is statistically unlikely that
the people reading this dissertation will be morbidly obese. Anticipating the potential gaps in my
readership’s embodied knowledge, my aim in the second chapter is to discuss a subject as tricky
as fat. Conflicting medical, cultural, institutional, and personal definitions of what it means to be
fat versus just having some amount of “extra” body fat means that there is no easy definition for
the concept of who “counts” as fat. I believe it is necessary to discuss some of the medical and
social shaping factors of what it means to be fat in this country in order to more fully understand
the experiences of this study’s participants. People who are not fat may not be fully aware of
how pervasive and harmful fat stigma is and they may not often need to think about the everyday
difficulty fat people face as they move through the world. Chapter 2 provides this space.
In Chapter 3, Project Design and Methodology: Talking to Fat Women in Academia, I
detail how I designed and carried out this project. One of the most important aspects of this
project was for my participants, all female professors or graduate students in the field of
Composition and Rhetoric, to tell their own stories. So often, the lives of fat people are told for
them. It’s as if there is a fat lore that fat people had no say in crafting. As a qualitative study, I
have had to recognize the points of privilege (mainly, education level and whiteness) that my
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participants and myself enjoy while also exploring the ways fat stigma and living in a fat body
authentically complicate (and enrich!) my participants’ experiences. Following Irving Seidman’s
qualitative research paradigm, each participant had at least three interviews (two had four
interviews) and each interview had its own general focus of inquiry. Interviews were semistructured, allowing natural conversation to take place as a complement to the general questions I
had. In Chapter 3, I talk about some interesting considerations for this kind of research as well as
how I navigated my own deeply personal connection to this topic.
Chapter 4, Disciplining the Body Out-of-Bounds, begins with a discussion of Michel
Foucault’s conception of the disciplining gaze. Foucault’s description of the gaze focuses on the
way people are observed and disciplined within physical environments, such as prisons, schools,
and hospitals. Foucault’s disciplining gaze exists in particular ways for fat people—in the ways
they are publicly shamed for their size and food choices, to how they are reprimanded by
doctors, to the way they literally cannot fit into many elements of society. The comfort of any
built environment, i.e. the physical spaces in which one works, lives, travels, etc., is hugely
important to that person’s experiences in those spaces. I discuss how the built environment of the
university acts as a proxy for the disciplining gaze. As an original area of inquiry in this project,
all participants were asked about their experiences navigating their universities, traveling to and
touring campuses for job interviews, traveling to conferences, etc. Through these conversations,
it became clear that the physical challenges of different academic environments have direct
consequences for pedagogy and confidence, and what’s more, the physical environment of the
university disciplines and shapes its inhabitants. I also posit that clothing is its own form of the
disciplining gaze, especially evident as fat people try to dress professionally for academia.
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In Chapter 5, Different Approaches to Coping with the Disciplinary Gaze, I explore the
effects that living and working under the disciplining gaze has had on my participants. I begin
the chapter with an example from my own life that illustrates the difficulty in talking about
fatness. I then discuss the ways my participants talk about themselves, especially the way they
talk about their minds and bodies as separate entities, suggesting a feeling of distance from their
bodies (this distance generally stems from a significant weight loss or gain, injury, or sexual
trauma). I also talk about one of the major findings of this project. A prominent theme with all
the women I interviewed was the physical and psychological damage they endured during
graduate studies and beyond, all in the name of the profession. It is telling that all my
interviewees were concerned by the mental distress that certain traditions of academia
perpetuate. This illustrates the need to question the power structures in place that govern and
conform bodies and minds.
In Chapter 6, Where Do We Belong? Fitting Fat Studies into Composition and Rhetoric,
I explore how Fat Studies can fit into the work of compositionists and rhetoricians in the
classroom and in scholarship. I closed the final interview with each participant by asking them
where, if at all, they see Fat Studies as part of the field of Composition and Rhetoric. This
naturally led into conversations about the aim of the field and the merging of foundational and
traditional ideas of Composition and Rhetoric with newer and broader concerns. One tension
observed among colleagues, at conferences and on list-servs, concerns where the boundaries of
the field should be or if there should be any at all. These final interviews also touched upon the
roles of the major conferences in this field for establishing “hot” topics and trends within
scholarship. In Chapter 6, I make connections between the stories my participants shared, the
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concerns and pursuits of our field, and the potential for the deeply human connection that sharing
our stories can bear.
A Note About Language and Pronouns
In this dissertation, I will use the word fat interchangeably with large and plus size and
will occasionally use the word fatty. I will use the words overweight and obese during medically
themed discussions to echo the language that medical literature uses. When I say fat, I mean it as
a neutral descriptor of body size (either established by me or claimed by my participants) and
without any derogatory or judgmental connotations. Fat is used by the fat acceptance movement,
and it is their language that I most closely align myself with. Fatty is simply a casual term for a
fat person and has a bit of an edge to it denoting, perhaps, a sassy attitude of the person being
described.
A note about pronouns: Throughout this dissertation, I will use she and her when
referring to my participants, as they all self-identify as women. I will use they to modify a
general singular subject, to avoid choosing binary language.
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CHAPTER TWO.
THE CONSTRUCTION OF FAT AND FAT BIAS:
A MALLEABLE HISTORY
Two Common Tropes of Fat People
There are two dominant cultural narratives fat people get placed in. The first is that, as a
visual symbol of failure, fat people cannot be successful if and until they lose weight. Even if
they "succeed” in the heteronormative and capitalist social arenas of monogamous coupling,
childrearing, homeownership and career building, their lives will still lack the shine it could have
had if that person were thin. In many representations of fat people, the fat person is an object of
their own self-loathing. How could someone whose body has extended beyond the natural
bounds of human physiology be truly happy? This type of fat person is redeemable if they
actively diet and/or commit to a more active lifestyle.
The other dominant social lens through which fat people are viewed is as hedonist and
reckless misanthropes, causing healthcare prices to rise and space on buses and planes to be more
cramped. These fat people don’t care about the consequences of their actions; they will crush
whoever stands in their way to reach the cookie aisle. This fatty3 is more dangerous than the
former example because this fatty is truly reckless. Not only have they “let themselves go,”
they’ve also got the nerve not to be apologetic about it. One may think of acerbic fat women on
TV, such as June Shannon (Honey Boo Boo’s mother), Rosie O’Donnell, and Roseanne Barr.
These “loudmouth” women are presented as caricatures, just loud gaping mouths on large

I use the term “fatty” to mean a particular type of sassy fat person. This fat person is unapologetic for her size and
thus is seen as bucking traditional standards of beauty in white, Western-dominated culture.
3
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bodies. Unapologetically fat (read as abrasive) people are sometimes targeted more for their size
than their miserable personalities (the media treatment of Roseanne Barr and Donald Trump are
apt examples of this). This dichotomous branding of fat people, (those in a constant state of
repentance and redemption versus those who are beyond help or care) in media is indeed
reflected in the larger society, which influences attitudes about fat people in many aspects of
modern living.
It’s a surprising thing, as a fat woman myself, to encounter such little room for
individuality in my fatness, such small chance for self-realization or satisfaction with the way
things are right now (i.e. as currently inhabiting a fat body). This binary is similar to what Berger
and Lorenz discuss in Disability and Qualitative Inquiry: Methods for Rethinking an Ableist
World, a 2015 book which tackles multiple aspects of qualitative research methods and their
unique considerations when writing about disability. Ronald Berger is Professor Emeritus of
Sociology at U of Wisconsin, Whitewater and has published prolifically on disability and sports
and Laura S. Lorenz is a research specialist and brain injury researcher based out of Brandeis
University in Massachusetts. Their collection examines multiple aspects of qualitative research
methods for disability research, such as visual methods of research, ethnography, focus groups,
and other concerns when studying disabled participants. They write about the binary reproducing
tendencies in disability research which tends to favor either the medical model or the social
model. The medical model is “concerned with matters related to the etiology, diagnoses,
prevention, and treatment of physical, sensory, and cognitive impairments” (1). The social model
“posits that it is not an individual’s impairment or adjustment but the socially imposed
barriers…that construct disability as a subordinate social status and devalued life experience”
(1). Both of these lenses are prescriptive. As Sara Green discusses in Berger’s book, the social

15

model tends towards emancipatory research, in which, “research and activism are two sides of
the same coin” and are generally “inextricably intertwined” (Green 60). One major pitfall of this
type of ideology is that it can leave out members of the group being discussed and “further
marginalize oppressed individuals whose lived experience doesn’t quite conform to the
movement’s narrative” (60). A focus on oppression, according to Green, can also contribute to
the notion that with the oppression comes passivity (60); because fat people are already seen as
lazy and passive, this wouldn’t be a desired outcome of my research. Although I hesitate to talk
about fatness and disability in tandem (indeed not all fat people are disabled and, often, fat
people who are disabled because of their fatness are judged differently than those with other
disabilities), I recognize that fat people are often categorized similarly to people with disabilities:
the pathological, medical subject or the failure of society to support a “healthy” populace. A
basic premise of this dissertation is to try to blow apart the binary that has been set up for fat
people, whether disabled or not, as well as to embrace a multifaceted theoretical lens through
which to talk about fatness that isn’t entirely reliant on the social or medical model.
American Cultural Influences and Fat Representation
Fat people have a representation problem. They are at once hyper-visible and invisible.
We see this in the way they are portrayed in media, with film and TV roles that rely too much on
their aberrant physicality than on their intelligence or wit. Simultaneously, we see fat people as
harbingers of our crumbling medical system, headless torsos walking down a city sidewalk, their
ample bellies spilling over their pant waists, a spectacle of the horrific on the nightly news with
the words Obesity Epidemic superimposed on the screen. There are few very fat people in public
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positions, such as political leaders,4 spokespeople, news anchors, journalists, and TV talk show
hosts.5 Although the cultural climate of inclusiveness and representation is ever-expanding, there
is still very little representation of fat people in several major arenas of American culture:
Hollywood and the television industry, the music industry, and the fashion industry. A brief
study of fat representation in these areas will illuminate the need for more diverse body types in
order to culturally normalize fat bodies and reduce stigma.
Hollywood has long had a woman problem, which has been coming to a reckoning with
the recent #MeToo movement. Decades of predatory behavior toward women in Hollywood, of
hopeful would-be actresses to established career actresses, by their producers, directors, and
colleagues have finally come to light. Beyond this smear on the history of cinema, there are other
specific problems concerning the inclusion of women in Hollywood, namely size. There haven’t
been many actresses who would be considered plus size by fashion industry standards (which is
a size 10 and up), never mind those who would fit a more standard definition of plus size, size
18. Some women who are considered plus size who have found success in TV and Hollywood
are Kathy Bates, Melissa McCarthy, Gaboury Sibide, Rebel Wilson, Mo’Nique, Queen Latifah,
Oprah Winfrey, and Danielle MacDonald. Exclusively on TV are Danielle Brooks, Roseanne
Barr, Chrissy Metz, and Brooke Elliott. There are more plus size actresses who have not had
major roles in TV or film, so the above list is fairly comprehensive for lead/co-lead fat actresses

4

Chris Christie is an exception here, but he was mercilessly ridiculed for his weight when he was in office. For
example, a 2013 Time magazine cover with his profile and the subtle headline “The Elephant in the Room.” Christie
had weight-loss surgery in 2013.
5

Oprah and her public battle with her weight fluctuation is a notable example, but Oprah has consistently been
trying to be a “good” fat person with periods of reform for the past three decades and is currently a part-owner of
and ambassador for WW (formerly known as Weight Watchers). Al Roker is another example; he underwent gastric
bypass surgery in 2002 and lost over 100 pounds.
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in film and television over the past 40 years.6 Upon examining these women’s roles, one would
find a difficult time finding a role in which they were: A. not the butt of a joke/performing as a
clown (see Rebel Wilson in most of her work, Melissa McCarthy in most of her work); B. not in
a role in which they play a hyper-masculine, violent, crass, or psychotic woman (see Kathy Bates
in Misery and American Horror Story: Coven and Apocalypse, Roseanne in Roseanne, Rebel
Wilson in Bridesmaids); or C. given a compelling storyline that didn’t revolve around their
weight and that portrayed them as whole people (the roles that do this are, notably, quite recent,
e.g. Danielle MacDonald’s roles in Dumplin’ and Unbelievable, Brook Elliott’s role in Drop
Dead Diva, Mo’Nique and Gaboury Sibide in Precious, Danielle Brooks in Orange is the New
Black, and Chrissy Metz in This is Us). Oprah tends to defy these categorizations because, well,
she’s Oprah, and because most of her film roles have been adaptations of plays, books, and
historical circumstances, and she has produced much of the work she has starred in, such as
Selma, The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks, and Beloved. Importantly, these were not new roles
written for a fat woman in mind.
The next area of culture that influences which bodies are valued, the music industry, has
also always been dominated by women with widely accepted sex appeal. Commercially
successful fat, female singers and songwriters are even harder to come by than fat, female film
stars. In the past fifty years of US/UK-based popular music, there is only a handful of these
women: “Mama” Cass Elliot, Adele, Lizzo, Missy Elliott, Elle King, Beth Ditto, Etta James,
Carnie Wilson (of Wilson Phillips), and Brittany Howard. Though many of these women have
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These women are listed as plus size based on fashion industry standards which are (perhaps surprisingly) more
forgiving than Hollywood standards. If we were to list women labeled as fat by their production studios, we’d need
to add Cate Winslet, Jennifer Lawrence, Renée Zellweger, and Reese Witherspoon to the list, who at some point in
their careers faced industry and public scrutiny for their sizes.
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had successful music careers, they’ve also been subject to humiliating speculation and comments
about their weight and fluctuations over the years. When Mama Cass died in 1974, the New York
Times quoted her doctor as saying (before the autopsy was performed or the cause of death
officially announced) “the singer probably choked on a sandwich” and went on to describe her as
“the large, homey foil to the ethereal beauty and the soprano of Michelle Phillips” and finally
delved headfirst into a full-on physical description of Mama Cass in her death announcement:
Miss Elliott stood as proof that one didn’t have to be beautiful or thin to be
successful and idolized and to live in lavish Beverly Hills splendor. During her
solo career, Miss Elliot, who stood 5 feet 5 inches tall and weighed up to 250
pounds, pursued a variety of crash diets, and at one time claimed to have lost 120
pounds. But she retained her earthy image until the end. (Rockwell)
Cass’s doctor’s comment about the sandwich has cemented itself into cultural memory and is an
embarrassing example of the lasting power of fat bias. Because there are so few fat women in
mainstream entertainment, they are also subjected to tokenism, as being so uniquely in their
position that they must become beacons for other women of size to step into the spotlight.
The fashion industry, likewise and unsurprisingly, has been a difficult arena for plus
sized women to break into. Though there has been progress with more and more mainstream
brands offering their clothes in extended sizes, there is still very little representation of very fat
women in fashion. Lane Bryant uses untouched images of plus size models on their website now,
and models like Ashley Graham and Tess Holiday have paved the way for more up and coming
plus size models. However, Graham, at a size 16 and standing at over 5’9” doesn’t represent
many women who would consider themselves fat and whom doctors would label as morbidly
obese. Tess Holliday, at 5’5” and in a size 3x, is probably the best representation very fat women
have in main stream fashion, though she also nicely fits the other markers of beauty in this
country because she presents as feminine with her hair, makeup, and fashion choices. In addition
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to cultural representations (or lack thereof) of fat people, societal attitudes about fat are greatly
shaped by the medical community. Obesity is both the cause and effect of a wide variety of
medical conditions, according to medical practitioners. But the medical determination that
obesity is sure to cause all manner of sickness and disease, coupled with the societal bias against
fat people, leads to many instances of discrimination and unfair treatment of fat people by their
medical providers. The medicalization of fatness as well as fat discrimination in medical fields
can be devastating for fat bodies.
The Medicalization of Fatness
The literature on fat bias in the medical community is staggering and sobering. For
example, in 2003, researchers at the University of Pennsylvania found that “primary care
physicians view obesity as largely a behavioral problem and share our broader society’s negative
stereotypes about the personal attributes of fat obese persons” (Foster 1170). This study,
“Primary Care Physicians’ Attitudes about Obesity and its Treatment,” found that many
physicians (there were 620 in the study) supported common stereotypes of fat people—they
overwhelmingly found fat patients to be awkward, ugly, weak-willed, lazy, and sloppy (1171).
This study also reports results similar to other studies, in that most doctors believe obesity is a
behavioral issue (1174). A 2012 study of 2,284 physicians, “Implicit and Explicit Anti-Fat Bias
among a Large Sample of Medical Doctors by BMI, Race/Ethnicity and Gender,” echoed many
of the same sentiments, that physicians have implicit and explicit bias against their obese
patients. One of the researchers of this article is on the board of the noteworthy Project Implicit,
a Harvard-housed collection of web-based self-tests on different kinds of social biases. The tests
include measures on racial bias, transgender bias, religion, skin-tone, weapons, and a weightbased test, described as such: “This IAT (Implicit Association Test) requires the ability to
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distinguish faces of people who are obese and people who are thin. It often reveals an automatic
preference for thin people relative to fat people” (Project Implicit). The authors of this study
conclude that doctors, among others, “may feel that it is socially acceptable to express negative
attitudes about overweight people” (Sabin 6). The authors cite physicians’ fat bias as
“widespread” (6) and note that anti-bias training should be part of doctors’ training about obesity
(6). Samantha Murray, a public health scholar who specializes in obesity research at the
University of Hertfordshire in the UK, has published widely in the area of Fat Studies. In her
2008 book, The ‘Fat’ Female Body, she discusses Foucault’s ideas about epidemics and the role
doctors have in defining what and who is harmful to society. Foucault found that doctors employ
“the perpetuation of fundamental assumptions that construct and (re)produce us as (normal or
pathological) subjects” (Murray 15). Because obesity is considered by many to be pathological,
it is also treated as such, even at times as pathogenetic, causing disease and decay. If obesity is a
mental disorder, and a communicative one at that, then no wonder there is such fear directed
towards it.
Luckily, there are medical practitioners trying to change the treatment of fat patients.
Ricardo Cohen and Scott Shikora are leading doctors in bariatric surgery in São Paolo, Brazil
and at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston, respectively. In “Fighting Weight Bias and
Obesity Stigma: A Call for Action,” Cohen and Shikora call for the humanistic treatment of fat
people and for medical providers to acknowledge that fat people are not one and the same in
terms of their disease.7 They say: “Obesity is a medical condition and it is not something that
people ‘are,’ it is something they ‘have.’ People are rarely defined by a medical condition they
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Obesity was categorized as a disease by the American Medical Association in 2013.
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have. We never hear the phrases, ‘you are lupus’ or ‘you are cancer’” (1624). Although a change
in language is not enough to combat fat stigma, the doctors call for a multifaceted rearrangement
of societal messaging: “the general public and the media need to avoid fat-shaming language and
stop blaming persons for their weight condition” (1624). The authors conclude,
Socially advanced societies should not judge people by their appearance. The
media, either written or spoken, should not discriminate against people challenged
by weight problems. Healthcare professionals should be the ones who lead the
efforts to eliminate weight stigmatization…Weight stigmatization must be
eradicated and health care access granted to all patients in need of the optimal
treatment for the devastating chronic and progressive illness known as obesity.
(1624)
Of course, coming from bariatric doctors, this language still classifies obesity as pathological, as
“devastating,” as a “challenge,” and as “progressive.” This language denotes that obesity is
absolutely not something to be desirous of or happy about and it reinforces obesity as a deficit. It
is still, however, notable in that it not only challenges the medical community, popular
representation, and media, but also argues for health coverage, regardless of obesity status. These
are important points that provide a base for treating obese medical patients with more humanity
and dignity.
Medical doctors are, of course, vulnerable to the same biases and judgments as everyone
else in society, and American society holds a great deal of bias against fat people. Marlene
Schwartz, a professor in the Yale Rudd Center for Obesity is a prolific researcher on all things
obesity related. She has published many articles about fat bias and, in 2006, published an article
reporting the results of her study on implicit and explicit anti-fat bias among people of different
weight categories. Schwartz’s study surveyed over four thousand respondents (the majority [over
80%] responded as white, female Americans). As part of this measurement, she asked people
what became an intense game of “Would You Rather?” Among her alternatives to being obese
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were giving up years of life, being divorced, being unable to have children, being severely
depressed, being an alcoholic, losing a limb, and going blind. Schwartz’s respondents in the
underweight category held more anti-fat bias and indicated that they would make trades offs to
avoid obesity at a higher rate than normal-weight respondents, and the normal-weight
respondents responded at a higher rate than the overweight respondents, and so forth. Only the
heaviest class of participants, the extremely obese, responded at a higher rate than the next
lightest category, the obese respondents. About one third of underweight participants decided
they would rather take at least a decade off their lives than become obese. More than twenty
percent in all categories chose not having children over being obese and more than half of
underweight participants would rather be severely depressed (445). It’s worth noting, that
although some choices had very few responses, every single trade-off area had at least several
people willing to trade sight, limbs, and mental health to avoid becoming obese. A reminder
seems apt here that, according to the CDC, a woman who is 5’7” and 195 pounds (about a size
12–16 depending on distribution) would be obese. This study, while not surprising to me, does
help prove the deep-seated hatred against fat many people in this country hold (“Overweight &
Obesity”). However, not all fat people are discriminated against in the same ways. Certain types
of fatness, dependent on body proportions and shape, and certain people, namely cisgender,
heterosexual, white men, have a somewhat easier time being fat in America.
Fat Bias and Gender: Uneven Expectations
Unfortunately, I did not have any male-identifying participants for this dissertation. For
future work, I would certainly endeavor to have a much wider variety of gender orientation, race,
and ethnicity among participants. However, for this project, because my study involves only
female-identifying women, and because women have a greater stake of cultural, social, and
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sexual capital invested in physical beauty, I will be focusing on issues that are likely specific to
fat women in academia. This does not erase the very real discrimination fat men, especially fat
men of color, come up against. Very fat men are often desexualized in media and men are also
frequent targets of weight loss programs, diet plans, and pressure to conform to a specific
muscular ideal. Additionally, fat trans people are an understudied population and their added
stigma of being trans likely interacts with the stigma of being fat in complicating ways. To be
clear, all genders face fat oppression and the ramifications are damaging for all who are affected
by anti-fat bias in this country.
For the purpose of this project, in order to align my focus on my research participants, I
would like to spend some time unpacking ways anti-fat bias specifically affects women. Being
fat is socially more difficult for those who identify as women than those who identify as men.
Men have largely been responsible for what society deems as beautiful, worthwhile, desirable,
and thus meaningful, and they decided that women who are slim, buxom, young, and
traditionally feminine in presentation are deserving of the most value. Fat women, women who
aren’t curvy in the “right” spots and women of “a certain age” are not widely praised. They are
also often either oversexualized or desexualized. One stereotype of fat women is that they crave
more sex than thin women (this is supposedly due in part to their insatiable appetites and in part
to their desperation and slim pickings for sexual partners). Fat women are, in turn, desexualized,
as they are not generally portrayed as engaging in coupling, marriage, childbearing and other
widely assumed female activities. Personally, I’ve even experienced de-gendering when
shopping for clothing. One of the local malls has a Macy’s as an anchor store. This Macy’s has
two distinctly separate spaces in the mall. One wing has women’s clothing, jewelry, accessories,
and the like. The other wing has men’s clothing, children’s clothing, and housewares. After
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wandering around Women’s and not finding my size, I asked a sales associate if they had a plus
size clothing section and she directed me to the men’s clothing wing. The tiny section of clothing
that would fit my body was specifically placed to move fat, female-identifying bodies away from
the realm of feminine fashion. Symbolically, I was placed between children’s and men’s clothing
thus reinforcing the infantilization and de-feminizing of fat women. The shame and
disappointment I felt after the associate told me where to go only worked to solidify the feeling
that my body is othered and that this othering is accepted and even planned and corporatized in
this country.
Women in film/TV, music, and fashion are generally at the mercy of everchanging
societal wonts, though what counts as desirable in our society has largely remained the same for
decades. Centuries, even. There are two oft heard arguments that people in defense of an
historically attractive Western fat body make: “Marilyn Monroe was the most desired woman in
Western popular culture! And she was a size 12! Why don’t we love curves anymore?” and
“Rubens famously painted fat bodies in sensual poses, enjoying life! Obviously, these bodies
were desirable or why would he have celebrated them?” Though my presentation of these
example is tongue-in-cheek, they are common laments that make fat-acceptance sound like a lost
part of our culture. Monroe’s “size 12” is today’s size 8; clothing sizes, like many things, have
fluctuated over the years. Unlike men’s jeans sizes and dress clothing, women’s wear is not
based on a standard measurement, and thus sizing across brands is nowhere near uniform. Pants
of the same size from six different stores are likely to have different fits. This can be an
especially annoying issue in plus size clothing, which tends to have terrible proportions. Monroe
was 118 pounds at 5’5” when she started modeling (Seigel, Berlin). Voluptuous on top, Monroe
probably would have fit into size 4 pants, given her small hip/waist measurements (Berlin).
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Thus, the myth that Monroe represented a time where a plus size woman was a sexual icon in
this country is simply not true. Curvy, she was. Fat, she was, by almost any standard we look at,
most certainly not. Peter Paul Rubens, the famous Flemish painter, is frequently invoked for his
paintings of fleshy, fat figures. This fact is anecdotally cited as proof that, at least artistically, fat
bodies were beautiful enough to be painted. Georges Vigarello, a French historian who writes
extensively about the body,8 published in 2013 a sweeping historical treatment of fat, called The
Metamorphoses of Fat: A History of Obesity, which used his vast art history knowledge to trace
fatness over the centuries in a Western (mostly French) context. Writing about Rubens, Vigarello
notes that the artist’s “studies of fat figures, especially his Bacchus and Silenus, testify more than
anything else to a new curiosity about specific circumstances of excessive expansions, fallen
flesh, and redundancies disfiguring the body to the point of deformity” (Italics added 59). This
description challenges the popular notion that Rubens’s penchant for painting the fat figure was
glorifying that body type. A couple of conclusions can be drawn from these descriptions: Firstly,
the fat person as spectacle has historical basis and, secondly, fat women have had a difficult time
breaking into hyper-visible mainstream areas of entertainment, recycling the persistent mythos of
the thin, yet curvy, white woman.
Fat Through the Ages: A Crash Course in the History of Fat
Far from there being a national consensus as to the boundary between non-fat and fat,
there are myriad definitions, descriptions, and uses of the term within popular culture, industry,
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See also A History of Rape: Sexual Violence in France from the 16 th to the 20th Century, the three volume Histoire
du Corps (History of the Body), Le Propre et le Sale: L’hygeine du Corps depuis le Moyen Age (The Clean and the
Dirty: Bodily Hygiene since the Middle Ages, and La Silhouette: Naissance d’un defi, du XVIIIe siècle a Nos Jours
(The Silhouette: The Birth of Definition, from the 18 th Century to Today).
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medicine, and entertainment. Fat as a noun and fat as an adjective are often used
interchangeably. If one has an excess of fat deposits beyond the “normal” (as determined by the
medical community, typically represented by the BMI9) range, then that person might be
clinically and/or socially labeled as fat. Fat, as an address or descriptor, has often been used as a
pejorative, but only when talking about human bodies. After all, a fat wad of money or a fat time
versus a lean time are desirable designations. Fat animals are adorable, and fatness, chubbiness,
or roundness are complimentary descriptors for babies, but these terms become more pejorative
as children age.
For centuries, fatness was depicted not so much as a disgusting phenomenon or one’s
personal failing, but as a peculiar condition that affected people because of a combination of
environment, moisture levels, and imbalanced humors. The concept of the body as an oven that
burns food (calories) for fuel (energy) wasn’t popular until the chemistry of fat became more
understood and it was widely believed that certain foods (sugary, fatty, and carbohydrate-laden)
contributed to weight gain. As a quest to find definitive answers to the problem of fatness gained
momentum, so did the Western insistence on corseting women’s (and some men’s) bodies to
achieve a tiny waist. In the early 20th century, societal pressures for thinness as well as newly
emerging medical pressures caused fat and fat people to be seen as disgusting and undesirable:
the embodiment of corruption. The narrative changed from fatness as a condition that, in a
medically neutral sense, may or may not be treated to one that heralds the failure of the
individual and the greater society to keep fit (Vigarello). One of the recurring themes of

Body Mass Index, a calculation involving a person’s weight and height, to predict risk for weight-related medical
outcomes.
9

27

discussing fatness is that, even after measuring and quantifying fatness was achieved through
scales and other instruments, the state of “being” fat is still largely subjective.
Situating fatness as a modern problem (since the turn of the 20th century) illustrates that
the contemporary biases held against fat people were not necessarily always held, but of course
there also weren’t the numbers of fat people that we see today, due to massive changes in
lifestyle in addition to exponential population growth. Fat (but not fat to the point of infirmity)
men, especially, were regarded as successful up to the late 1800s, when fat started to be
associated with the “haves” taking away from the “have nots.” Around this same period,
women’s clothing became more form fitting and going to the beach became a more popular
pastime. Bodies were on display as they never had been before and this new relationship with
exposed flesh drove more attention to “solving” fatness (Vigarello 152–169). The proliferation
of technology, “cure-alls” and, later, surgery, cemented body shape and size as points of exacted
study within Western societies (179). What Vigarello calls a “fabrication” constructed by the
“collective imagination” is that the thin body is of more inherent value than the fat body (189). It
is among this widespread ambivalence about, bias against, and even hatred of fat people that
those with errant bodies must try to work, survive, and even thrive. The twisting path that the
state of being fat has taken, from being a condition without attributes of deviance, to a condition
that simply perplexed doctors, to its contemporary positioning as a modern plague, illustrates the
nebulous nature of this topic.
Today, the fat person represents failure and is illustrated by the most extreme cases, as
seen on shows such as My 600-Pound Life and Hoarders: those who have difficulty with
mobility, who are housebound, who have lost their jobs. The cautionary fat person is usually one
who is safely called fat, who is objectively very large, to the point they cannot use standard
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furniture, cannot buy clothing in a store, and may have difficulty caring for themselves or
leaving their houses. But fatness is a spectrum and one’s own view of where they fall on that
spectrum may be wildly different than where doctors, friends, or strangers may place them. For
example, a woman who is 5’3 and weighs about 168 pounds is an American woman’s average
height and weight, according to the CDC (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention). This
woman will be considered borderline obese by her doctor yet will still fit into standard furniture,
be able to buy clothes at most stores (at a size 16) and may appear average to the common
observer. This person may also be healthy in all the standard markers of health: blood pressure,
cholesterol, heart rate, and activity level. Medically, however, as an obese woman, she will be
categorized as part of the American epidemic of fatness, a ticking time bomb. Additionally,
depending on her own opinion of fat and of herself, she may feel healthy and at a comfortable
size, she may see herself as larger than she really is (indicating possible body dysmorphic
disorder), or she may periodically diet throughout her life (and she may occasionally say or think
to herself, “I feel fat”). It’s difficult to pinpoint what one means by saying they “look fat” or
“feel fat.” It is likely that they don’t have the CDC’s BMI guidelines (which are problematic in
that they don’t measure other areas of health such as muscle mass, cardiovascular health, etc.) in
mind. Instead, the concept of fat as a feeling lends credence to the fact that the state of being fat
is subjective. For this reason, unpacking the word fat is a complicated endeavor. Fat, as a
descriptive adjective, is usually, but not always, negative. For years, folks in the fat-acceptance
movement have been using the word as a neutral descriptor. Still, being called fat is an
unpleasant experience for many, especially as the meaning behind the term is often derogatory.
Further complicating this, there are psychological disorders that cause people to think they are
fatter than they are (the above-mentioned body dysmorphic disorder), which may develop into
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eating disorders. The boundaries between fat and thin are permeable and ever-changing,
depending on age, gender, ability, strength, and more. Using the word fat to degrade someone is
still widely accepted in all spheres of entertainment and in interpersonal relationships.
Good Fatties and Bad Fatties
As mentioned in the Introduction, two common stories told about fat people are the fat
person who is trying to repent by dieting and/or exercising and the fat person who is
uncontrollable. The fat person who tries, at any means, to lose weight and thus become a
chastened, controlled member of society, is a favorite for people to watch. Everyone likes
someone to root for. Reality shows, such as The Biggest Loser, which was originally run from
2004–2016 and which came back on the air in January 2020, made shaming and punishing the
fat body into submission a weeknight success. Contestants on that show lost massive amounts of
weight—some lost more than 200 pounds and most lost at least 100 pounds in 30 weeks as a
result of severe calorie restriction and daily, grueling workouts. Contestants also lived “on
campus” and were constantly monitored. Some contestants discussed the lengths they went
through to show big losses on the scales, including sweat training, taking supplements, purging
food, and other extreme methods to have the highest percentage of weight loss each week. More
disturbing is what happened after the show aired, when the contestants went home. Away from
the competition, the 24/7 observation, the constant access to a state-of-the-art gym and
exclusively available low-calorie food, contestants returned to the stresses, temptations, and
indulgences of everyday life. And, overwhelmingly, they gained their weight back. The medical
community has known for some time that extreme amounts of weight loss are nearly impossible
to keep off for the long term. The dieter’s weight creeps (or in some cases, races) back toward
the higher weight it was used to. This is referred to as homeostasis, the process of the body trying
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to get back to a comfort weight. However, The Biggest Loser contestants faced an additional
complication—their extreme and extremely fast weight loss shattered their metabolisms. A sixyear follow-up of fourteen Biggest Loser winners showed that, not only did most gain much of
their weight back, their metabolic rates slowed significantly: now they would need to burn
hundreds of calories more just to maintain or lose weight than someone who achieved the same
weight loss via weight loss surgery or through slow, diet-controlled weight loss. A quarter of the
16 winners weigh more today than they did before they started the show. Their metabolisms
never recovered, so even as former contestants started regaining their weight, their metabolisms
didn’t match the pace. For example, Dina Mercado, who lost about 75 pounds on the show (she
was on the smaller end of beginning weights) in 2009 had gained back almost half by 2016. To
complicate her maintenance, her metabolism slowed down, leaving her to have to burn over 400
calories more than a typical woman of her size to maintain her weight loss (Kolata). According
to researchers studying The Biggest Loser contestants, the production of a hunger controlling
hormone, leptin, all but disappeared during their fast weight loss. So, they were starving all the
time, the body in a desperate attempt to get back to homeostasis. Unfortunately, their leptin
levels never went back to what they were before the show, leaving the contestants hungrier than
ever (Kolata). I don’t think it’s stretching things to call this show and this type of weight loss
abusive. Of course, participants willingly joined the show, in hopes of losing weight and
securing a large cash prize at the end, but it can be argued that societal pressure and the
demonization of fat people, as well as the promise of acceptance through repentance (i.e. weight
loss) helped influence the contestants’ decisions. Beyond the verbal abuse suffered by
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contestants from their trainer, Jillian Michaels,10 they were sold the notion that rapid weight loss
under exacting conditions would lead to a healthier and happier life. Though the format and
results of The Biggest Loser are indeed extreme, they accurately mirror the obsession with bodies
and desperation to lose weight in our society. Further, they show the dangerous lengths people
will go to lose weight and thus be redeemed by society. Of course, contestants on the show don’t
claim that their reason for joining is to be treated better by society. They generally express a
desire for a healthier life, more time to spend with their loved ones, and a longing to “get back”
to a previous version of themselves. However, the fact that the show has been so popular for
many years suggests that the society-wide desire to watch fat people sweat it out is robust.
Conversely, the acerbic TV fatty, who refuses to be defined by her weight, has morphed
into the fat-positive fatty who celebrates every curve, dimple, and fold of fat on her body. The fat
liberation movement and it’s somewhat less “radical” sister movement of size acceptance
(commonly called Health at Every Size) represent a phenomenally fast growing social push
toward embracing curves, destigmatizing the fat body, and promoting fat bodies in arenas
previously closed to them—as models, spokespeople, and the like. Health at Every Size (HAES)
is a social justice-based movement that aims to destigmatize obesity and change society’s and the
medical field’s attitudes towards obese people. From their website, here are their main goals:
1. “Respect:” Includes, “Honors differences in size, age, race, ethnicity, gender, dis/ability,
sexual orientation, religion, class, and other human attributes.”

Michaels’s most recent anti-fat sentiments were directed towards Lizzo. She commented: “Why are we
celebrating [her] body? Why does it matter? Why aren’t we celebrating her music? ‘Cause it isn’t going to be
awesome if she gets diabetes.” After many expressions of disgust and disappointment in Michaels’ comments, she
double-downed: “There’s nothing beautiful about clogged arteries” (Esmonde).
10
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2. “Critical Awareness:” Includes, “Values body knowledge and lived experiences” and,
3. “Compassionate Self-care:” Includes, “Finding the joy in moving one’s body and being
physically active” and “Eating in a flexible and attuned manner that values pleasure and
honors internal cues of hunger, satiety, and appetite, while respecting the social
conditions that frame eating options.” (Bacon)
While I truly applaud and respect the first two tenets of HAES’s philosophy, I do have concerns
about the third. In order to sign the HAES pledge (as of February 2020, over 15,000 people have
pledged themselves to following the above principles), one has to “find joy” in moving their
bodies as well as be “attuned” to their body and “honor” their internal hunger cues. The
expectations that one finds joy in physical exercise excludes folks who do not find joy in
physical activity or are unable to be physically active. As well, to be attuned to one’s hunger
impulses belies a non-disordered relationship to food. Anorexics, bulimics, binge eaters,
emotional eaters, etc. already have non-standard relationships with their hunger cues and thus
seem to be excluded from participating in this movement. This tenet also seems to overlook folks
who are fat for lifestyle reasons which leads into one of the more troubling areas of talking about
fatness and which fat people deserve respect or not. Fat people are generally given more leniency
for their fatness if it is due to genetics, trauma, or a health condition, like PCOS (polycystic
ovarian syndrome) or hypothyroidism. All of my participants cited one of these reasons as the
cause of their fatness. Luckily, there is more sympathy for people who suffered abuse and trauma
or medical conditions that caused weight gain, as more research comes out about the links
between trauma and obesity and the like, however the sympathy and understanding of these
external conditions seems to come at the expense of internal factors. What about the person who
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is fat because they hate exercising? What about obesity caused almost exclusively by lifestyle?11
HAES and similar movements leave no room for the couch-potato or glutton and thus remain, at
least somewhat, in a body-policing, behavior-shaming realm. To truly embrace fat liberation, one
who is fat from illness or injury should be treated the same as the glutton. In order for this to
happen, gluttony needs to no longer be a moral issue. Parallels can be drawn to the conditional
pro-choice argument that women who are impregnated from sexual assault should be able to
have abortions but women who were impregnated from consensual sex should have their
babies.12 There is a moralizing, Biblical strain to this kind of body and behavior policing.13 Lust
and Gluttony are both deadly sins in the Christian ideology but have no place in assessing the
worthiness of human lives, as the fat liberation movement (which, as noted, is more radical than
HAES) and sex-workers support movements attest to.
Today, the discussion around fatness is at a crossroads. Body positivity and HAES are
absolutely steps in the direction of normalizing fat representation in society and thus reducing fat
bias. However, these groups are still largely represented by people and claims that leave out
some fat people. Self-described body positive companies and inclusive clothing brands still
rarely have very fat spokespeople or models. Plus size models are still overwhelmingly white,
able-bodied, closer to the average American woman’s weight than a super fat woman’s weight,

11

However, there must be some biology at play in these cases because plenty of people can eat an extraordinary
number of calories and refrain from exercise and remain thin due to their metabolism.
12

According to the World Abortion Laws Map, updated as of 2019, many countries that prohibit abortion will make
allowances in the case that the pregnancy was the result of rape of incest (reproductiverights.org).
13

This moralism was firmly rooted in Victorian mentalities, which viewed most kinds of fatness with a wary eye;
the ideals of self-control and denial were crucial in Victorian female aesthetics (Craton 94). Thus, a fat body was
equated with a lack of morals and propriety.
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and patently conform to traditional feminine presentation. Inclusive sizing cannot stop at 24 and
plus size models should truly run the gamut of weight and proportion (the clothing brand
Universal Standard is doing a fine job with this) and HAES’s message again, while challenging
the status quo of who gets to call themselves healthy and what healthy looks like, still attaches a
moral/health imperative to fatness. HAES approaches are gaining popularity among doctors, and
though doctors like Cohen and Shikora, the bariatric surgeons mentioned above, are utilizing
principles of fat acceptance, they still consider fatness an abject state of being, the fat body a
state of disrepair that would benefit from medical intervention. And in many cases, that may
absolutely be true.14 This dissertation’s intent is not to argue the health status of fat people, as
health is a constantly moving target for all people. Following the above broad (but certainly not
exhaustive) view of fat bias in the context of American society, we can now focus attention onto
the lived experiences of six women who, although they all have the same professional calling,
have had different intersectional experiences with weight, sexuality, age, experience, and fatness
as they have navigated graduate school, job searches, and their careers.

14

Roxane Gay writes about her weight reduction surgery and subsequent tradeoffs. The narrative of weight
reduction surgery fixing a set of problems omits the problems that may arise from it, such as complications, damage
to internal organs, leakage, digestive problems, malnutrition, depression, divorce, etc.
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CHAPTER THREE.
PROJECT DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY:
TALKING TO FAT WOMEN IN ACADEMIA
Background
This project seems to me to be the natural culmination of my research interests over the
past four years. I’ve written about the fat female body for several projects; my initial foray into
the area was for my culminating paper in Contemporary Topics in Rhetoric, called “Body of
Knowledge: Sexuality and Size in the Composition Classroom,” in the spring of 2016. The
following spring, I gained IRB approval for a small research study continuing the ideas initially
explored in “Body of Knowledge.”15 This study led me to talk to other graduate students and
faculty members who identify as fat about their experiences inhabiting a large body in academia.
I discussed preliminary results at the Conference on College Composition and Communication in
2017 and at UNH’s Graduate Research Conference the same spring. I took another approach
with the subject of the female body in the classroom and narrowed my focus to looking
specifically at fat bias in academia for the History of Rhetoric seminar in the fall of 2016, which
I presented at the Feminisms and Rhetorics Conference in 2017. For the Rhetorical Society of
America Conference in 2018, I spoke about embracing fatness as a way towards liberatory
pedagogy. Finally, I decided to pursue a broader study of self-identified fat participants to deeply
look at the myriad issues connected to pursuing a career in academia with a stigmatized,

I became aware of Abby Knoblauch’s 2012 Composition Studies article, “Bodies of Knowledge: Definitions,
Delineations, and Implications of Embodied Writing in the Academy,” after I titled my study. After realizing this, I
made mention of the accidental similarity between our titles at the 2017 Conference on College Composition and
Communication.
15
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specifically fat, body. My research questions throughout these projects, listed below, show the
growth of my research throughout the PhD program and how they’ve led to this current project:
Early PhD program research questions:
•

How do teachers handle encountering the objectifying gaze in their classrooms?

•

How are student-teacher relationships affected by an instance of inappropriate looking
(e.g. the student inappropriately looking at/objectifying the teacher)?

•

How are instructors’ pedagogical strategies altered after an instance of inappropriate
looking?

•

How do we avoid instances of the objectifying gaze without policing women’s bodies
and/or sartorial choices?

Mid-program research questions:
•

How does the design of university spaces affect fat teachers?

•

How does having a fat body affect pedagogical practice?

•

How can teachers of size advocate for conditions that help them teach to their potential?

Dissertation phase research questions:
•

How do other identities (like race, class, sexual preferences, etc.) intersect with body
size? How do these intersectionalities play out in the classroom?

•

What points of discovery and inquiry about non-normative bodies can teachers use in
class materials or activities?

My dissertation project leans heavily on the mid-program and dissertation-phase questions
above, as I sought to not only look at how material conditions in the university affect fat teachers
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but also investigate what it means to identify as fat and how that decision shapes professional
experiences.
The Current Project
In November 2018, I gained IRB approval for the current project (see Appendix A for
approval letters). I proposed conducting open-ended, semi-structured interviews with no more
than twelve participants, with the possibility of collecting additional materials (such as teaching
narratives and evaluations) and observing classroom teaching. I also explained my desire to
incorporate feminist research methods, for which I would share writing with my participants in
order to get their feedback on how I represented them in my research. In the end, I interviewed
seven participants. As my conception of the project began to point toward issues beyond just the
classroom environment, towards an overall rhetorical reading of fatness in academia,16 I decided
to forego collecting other teaching materials or observing classrooms.
A. Recruitment
I recruited participants mostly on Facebook by posting a recruitment message on my own
page and on the Coalition of Feminist Scholars in Composition and Rhetoric’s (CFSCR) page
(see Appendix B). Some colleagues shared my Facebook posting. I secured all my participants
this way. Initially, ten people responded but three did not pursue participating past the first email
exchange. Of the seven who did fully participate in the interviewing process, all presented as
white women.17 At the time of the interviews, from November 2018 through January 2019, four

This is partly due to most of my participants saying that classroom bias hadn’t been a problem for them. I decided
to expand the lens of this project from the classroom to the academy, in general.
16

17

I did not explicitly ask my participants for race/ethnicity identification.
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women were assistant professors of English, one was an associate professor, one was a
dissertating graduate student (and is now an assistant professor), and one was a graduate student
in a PhD program in Composition and Rhetoric (who is currently dissertating). Most participants
(four) hail from the Midwest and currently work there. One is from New England, one from MidAtlantic area, and one from the Mountain states. Ages ranged from 30–55. Descriptions of each
participant follow in section D of this chapter.
B. Interviews and Study Site
Interviews took place between November 2018 and January 2019. Irving Seidman’s qualitative
research paradigm guided my interview structure. Seidman’s method, detailed in his
Interviewing as Qualitative Research: A Guide for Researchers in Education and the Social
Sciences, advises setting up three interviews with each participant. The first interview is to
establish context and focuses mostly on the participant’s life and journey up to the salient point
of interest. For this project, the first interview18 centered on participants’ relationships with their
bodies throughout grade school. We focused on body image, socialization, sexuality, athleticism,
and more. The second interview in Seidman’s structure aims to gather details surrounding the
focus of inquiry and the participant’s experiences with that area of inquiry. For the purposes of
this dissertation, our second interviews zeroed in on graduate school and early teaching years,
including the job search (if they went on one). Participants talked about their (often changing)
conceptions of their bodily and mental health throughout graduate school, teaching, and
procuring a job. The final interview in Seidman’s paradigm is reflective, in which participants

18

See Appendix C for guiding questions that I used to loosely structure each interview.
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connect their life experiences to the details offered in the second interview to discover meaning.
My participants took time during this interview to talk about the field as a whole, including the
ideologies embedded into different conferences within the field, as well as their takes on
Embodiment Studies within our field. In Seidman’s model, each interview is 90 minutes long;
the long length and number of interviews establish trust between the researcher and participant.
These factors also help create an internal validity of the information based on the consistency of
the participant’s answers. Furthermore, beyond capturing life experience, a qualitative approach
is “[t]he primary way a researcher can investigate an educational organization, institution, or
process” (Seidman 10). I chose to make my interviews somewhat shorter than Seidman’s design.
Most interviews were between 50 and 75 minutes. The main reason I decided to shorten the
interviews was to appeal to participants to commit to the study during such a busy time of the
semester and the year, in general.
All interviews took place via video web apps, such as Skype, Zoom, and Facebook Messenger
Chat. I left the decision of what host we used up to the participant. The audio from all interviews
was recorded on either my phone or my computer. Interviews were mostly completed within one
week per person—this time frame was compressed from Seidman’s original recommendations
and, again, this was due to working around end-of-semester schedules and holiday travel plans.
Interviews were largely conversational, especially as the participants and I grew more
comfortable talking to each other. Though these were unscripted interviews, I did attempt to keep
each interview focused on whichever of the guiding themes we were using (see Table 1 for each
interview’s guiding questions).

40

TABLE 1: GUIDING QUESTIONS FOR EACH INTERVIEW
Interview Length
1
Shortest:
31m51s

2

3

4

Purpose
To talk about early
connections between school,
learning, and the body.
Longest:
Mostly focused on k–12
1h3m7s
years.
Shortest:
To talk about undergraduate
47m43s
and graduate school
experiences, both as a student
Longest:
and as a teacher. To discuss
1h11m44s matters of professionalization.

Shortest:
48m48s
Longest:
1h10m18s

To discuss the job market (for
most participants) and to talk
about the role of scholarship
about the body within
Composition and Rhetoric.
This interview also provided
time at the end to discuss the
project’s timeline (except for
Nikki’s and Darla’s
interviews which were
extended to fourth
interviews).

Conversation Prompt
[Can] you talk about childhood,
middle school, high school…how
your body and your relationship with
your body might have changed
through those years?
[In this interview] I’m hoping to [talk
mostly about professionalism]. So,
your job search, or if you taught
during grad school, talking about
that, and then your job search and
interviews and then teaching now,
and kind of the relationship and the
intertwining of your body with these
experiences.
Today, for this interview, I was
thinking about larger themes within
the field and about embodiment
research, in general, in our field and
the place for this type of work in our
field, where you might see that, and
if it's not something you see a place
for in our field too, that's fine. But
just having these conversations about
our bodies, the way that we take up
space, and the way that we teach and
learn, where you see some of those
discussions taking place within our
field?

An extra interview was
needed with two participants
(Nikki and Darla)

C. The Macro Considerations of Research
The macro situation being examined in my research is the structure of power that
replicates bias within its confines, thus speaking to people who are within that structure is
crucial, as is getting their feedback and input on how they’re being represented. I was imperative
that fat academics actively contribute to their own narrative for this project. Too often, fat
people’s experiences and capabilities are dictated by others: doctors, the media, even strangers in
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the street. A qualitative approach applied with feminist research methods gave participants an
opportunity to change the narrative about fat people. To this end, I invited participants to read
my completed dissertation draft before submission to the Graduate School. This was to enable
participants to see what had been written and theorized about their experiences before
publication. I also hoped that participants would feel comfortable enough (based on our
extensive interviewing and post-interview check-ins) to provide critical and insightful feedback
into the project.
D. The Participants
Here, I want to provide some background about each of my participants. They are all
high-achieving, highly motivated, white, self-identified women but they have very different
backgrounds and experiences, including where they grew up, what kinds of colleges they
attended and various undergraduate majors, sexualities, economic backgrounds, religious
backgrounds, and more. In order to make their words more meaningful in the findings chapters
of this dissertation, I would like to spend some time introducing each participant. This
introductory information comes from the first interviews I held with each woman. Earlier, I
discussed Seidman’s three-interview study design. The first interview focused on early formative
experiences centering around the body. Some participants had more to say about their childhoods
and adolescence and some fast forwarded a bit into the post-high school years. Nevertheless, the
information shared with me during the first interview established themes that would emerge in
greater depth in the later interviews.
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Renée*19
Renée is from the Midwest and is an Associate Professor of English at a small Midwest
university. During our first interview, Renée told me she was always the heaviest in her family
but also the most athletic, as she participated in half-marathons, a full marathon, a half-Ironman,
sprint triathlons, and many 5ks. Her triathlon badges decorated the wall behind us as we spoke,
giving credence to the fact that she identifies as an athlete as well as large.20 Renée’s family
members were Evangelical and she cites religion as one reason she wasn’t overly focused on her
body growing up. She recalls, “I didn’t have to worry about not being perfect because I was
beautifully and wonderfully made, that’s the Bible verse, right? And so it didn’t matter what I
looked like, God loved me and that was cool” (Interview 1). Although this belief perhaps took
some pressure off Renée, she also realized that she was vulnerable to social pressure regardless
of her faith. She says, “So I liked school because it was an escape from home, but it also could
be a torture, as well, because of the social aspect of just being fat… So, I never considered
myself pretty, I never considered myself healthy…” (Interview 1). Her way of coping with these
feelings was to shrug off what others thought of her: “Whatever, those people are stupid
anyway” (Interview 1). Renée found community and support in her religious network, so she
didn’t rely on peer friendships as much as perhaps other children did. However, when her family
was excommunicated from their church, she lost that community, which she describes as “like
everyone you knew died overnight” (Interview 1). She had to start high school without a friend

19

*Indicates that the participant’s name is a pseudonym.

20

Renée prefers the term large over fat. If I refer to her as fat, it is not meant to ignore her chosen term, but only in
cases of addressing multiple participants at once, who I might collectively call fat for consistency of terms and
language concision.
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group and without the church community she had grown up with, so she immersed herself in
journalism and choir, which helped her “realize that [she] had things and gifts other than [her]
body” (Interview 1). She developed disordered eating in graduate school, which she partly
attributes to part of her program’s culture. One theme that comes up repeatedly in Renée’s
interviews is her construct of fat as protection. She describes fat variously as “a curtain”
(Interview 1), a “bubble” (Interview 1), and she describes weight loss as “scary” (Interview 2).
She connects being fat as protection from attention and sexual interest. She describes the shield
of fat as way to “live [her] life and do [her] thing” (Interview 1). Her scholarly interest in Donna
Haraway’s concept of the cyborg reinforced a distance from her body and a tendency to connect
to others through disembodied means, such as singing, writing, and virtual communities, saying
“I became a cyborg as soon as I could because then people didn’t have to see my natural body”
(Interview 1). Renée’s perception of her body as a source of exclusion but also protection is a
theme that several women shared and that will be explored in depth in Chapter 5 of this
dissertation.
Joy
Joy is from Nevada and is an Assistant Professor of English at a midsize, public
university in the west. Joy’s story is a bit of an outlier from my other participants in that she is
the only participant who was thin as a child until adulthood. However, even when she was thin,
she viewed herself as fat (in a wholly negative sense) partially because of her mother’s
comparatively tiny frame. Joy told me that her mother was anorexic, so although Joy was normal
weight, she couldn’t see it. She reflects, “I looked great and I couldn’t even enjoy myself”
(Interview 1). Joy tends, throughout our interviews, to speak about her body in negative terms,
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especially using language of failure or lack when it comes to her body and weight. In the
following passage, Joy provides a brief history of her body:
I was in decent shape until—even after I had my daughter, [my shape] wasn’t bad.
And then I just went through this severe, severe depression which had a lot to do
with my marriage…They put me on MAOIs [Monoamine Oxidase Inhibitors, a
class of antidepressants]…But I gained a ton of weight on that, and it totally
screwed my body up. Yeah. And then I’ve had problems on and off since. I’ve
lost weight and gained it back or whatever. And part of it, like last time I dropped
my weight back down to where I felt good about it, as soon as I did that, my
thyroid went crazy. (Interview 1)
Joy’s perception of her body is heavily influenced by her weight and it was clear to me
early in our conversations that this was a point of frustration and unhappiness for her. Her words
above, that her body was “decent…even after” childbirth also speaks to the pressures put on preand post-partum women to maintain their shape or “bounce back” immediately after delivery.
Furthermore, she states that medicine “totally screwed up” her body, a sacrifice for the health of
her mind. She clarifies this more when she tells me how she learned about the fat positivity
movement from panels at the PCA (Popular Culture Association) conferences. Though she
understands and supports the fat liberation movement, she can’t personally be part of it because
of her conflicting feelings about her own body. This leads into another pattern I observed in my
interviews with Joy—that while she makes it clear that she’s unhappy about her own weight, she
repeatedly claims that other people’s fatness doesn’t bother her. It was hard to discern at times if
her claim of holding weight bias only against herself was because of my positionality as a fat
woman. I will talk more extensively about the complications of doing qualitative research with
high achieving, yet socially stigmatized, research participants in Chapter 6.

45

Amanda*
Amanda, hailing from NYC, is a professor of English at a large, public, urban two-year
college in the Northeast. Like most of my other participants, Amanda told me she had been fat
since childhood and could remember her mother starting her on diets as young as six. Her mother
was also a social worker who read Fat is a Feminist Issue21 when Amanda was still young and
that helped take some of the stigma, at least in her household, off of her fatness. Amanda was
also, and is still, athletic, participating in marching band, track, and shot put during high school.
Throughout our interviews, Amanda struck me as being more fat-positive than my other
participants. For example, early in our interviews, Amanda claimed that her bodily experience
challenged the common narrative that fat people are limited in what they can do. She delightfully
says, “My narrative is if people had an issue with my body, I’d pretty much tell them to fuck off”
(Interview 1). Amanda’s mother’s feminist acceptance of her fatness as well as attending a
women’s college as an undergraduate are two things Amanda credits with not having her body
type at the forefront of her young adult experience. Amanda recounted that, in high school,
marching band fulfilled gym attendance for her, so she was able to avoid one major area of
anxiety for fat kids. Amanda’s size dramatically increased by the time she attended graduate
school, after a polycystic ovarian syndrome diagnosis. Amanda’s interviews were punctuated
with moments of awareness of intersectionality and size, for example, when she speaks about
race and size in her teaching community. I will discuss race, and other points of intersectionality
with my participants, such as sexual orientation and gender, in Chapter 5 of this dissertation.

21

Susie Orbach, 1978.
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Nikki*
Nikki is from the Midwest. She is an Assistant Professor and Composition Director at a
small, private mid-western college. Like most of the other participants, Nikki considers herself as
having been overweight since she was a child. She said she wasn’t particularly large during
childhood but was “a little larger” than friends (Interview 1). Nikki worked in the corporate
world as an art director and told me early on that all the negative experiences she’s had regarding
her body happened in corporate and not in academia. Nikki’s views of academia as a place of
bodily freedom were counter to my original hypothesis with this project and her different
perspective provided rich opportunity for me to reexamine my assumptions.
Nikki has had experiences with people mistaking her sexuality because of the way she
physically presents. She revealed, “Everyone assumes I’m a lesbian. Especially since my hair is
super short. So, I get that a lot…I had a colleague who’s a professor just assume, the whole time
I worked with her, that I’m a lesbian. No matter how many times—I identify as bisexual and I
specifically had told her that so many times” (Interview 1).22 Nikki credits finding feminism and
coming into academia at a relatively older age with her bodily confidence and her sense that
academia isn’t a negative space for large bodies. Like Amanda, Nikki takes a strong stance
against the heteronormative ideals of feminism and acquiescence and asserts that, as she’s gotten
older, she simply “doesn’t care” what other people think of her:
I think, around 30, between finding feminism and working with all these men [in
her corporate job], I got comfortable with me, which means I got comfortable
with my body. And I think that’s inevitable for a lot of women, actually. And

It’s possible that Nikki’s sexuality was brushed aside because of a cultural denial of bisexuality. As reported in
2019’s “Bisexual Identity Denial and Health: Exploring the Role of Societal Meta-Perceptions and Belonging
Threats among Bisexual Adults,” as well as in many other publications, there exists a widespread notion that
bisexuality doesn’t exist and is a matter of the bisexual simply being “confused” about their sexuality (Maimon, et
al.).
22
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especially a lot of large women. You either resist against it or you learn to work
with it. So yeah, around 30, and certainly by 40, I was like, “I really don’t care.”
But I will mention, last year or the year before, recently, like 49, 50, for the first
time, I started wearing sleeveless shirts and not giving a fuck, which I never
would do. And I just started doing it and going, “I just really don’t care anymore.”
And that’s the great thing about being in my 50s is going, “I don’t care.” So that’s
been nice. (Interview 1)
Nikki’s claim that age (among other factors) helped her stop caring what people think of her may
help partly explain why she says academia is a more forgiving space. She acknowledged that
because she’s not on the lookout for instances of fat bias, which may be subtle, she might not
notice when it happens. Regardless, fat bias in her workplace does not appear to be an issue of
concern for her and, compared to working in corporate, she sees academia as “forgiving in so
many ways” (Interview 1). Chapter 5 will analyze some of the reasons for participants’ different
opinions on the prevalence of fat bias in university settings.
Gwen*
Gwen is from the Midwest and teaches as an Assistant Professor at a small, private
university in the Midwest. Gwen described herself as having been fat from her earliest memories.
She recalled weighing 99 pounds in Kindergarten and realizing a disconnect between her and her
peers. She remembers: “I didn’t seem to navigate spaces in the same way other kids could, or I
couldn’t get off the reading carpet in the same ways” (Interview 1). Looking back on earlier
years, Gwen realizes she either lost weight as she went through elementary school or her body
grew into the weight she carried, and the following middle school years were “the good years”
(Interview 1). After middle school, however, Gwen said she “decided [she] was fat again even
though [she] wasn’t” (Interview 1). I immediately understood this as speaking to the malleable
nature of fatness. Her doctor may not have considered her to be fat and she may have fit into
standard-size clothing, but something made her decide to label herself as fat and, more crucially,
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that to be fat was a deficit. She continues, “Yes, I had very much decided, and so I ended up
developing an eating disorder, and I feel like kind of since then, it’s just been a constant
uncomfortableness no matter what weight I’m at” (Interview 1). Whatever made Gwen decide to
identify as fat as a young woman and furthermore decide that fat was a terrible thing to be is hard
to pinpoint but is a familiar story. Adolescent girls are a high-risk population for eating disorders
and disordered eating, which can be triggered by trauma, depression, bullying, peer pressure, and
many more factors. Growing up in the ‘90s, at the height of the waif aesthetic, likely didn’t help
matters. Gwen says, even now, that she doesn’t always feel her body is her own and that she’s
“still learning to navigate being in [her] own body” (Interview 1).
The language Gwen uses throughout this first interview, in which we discuss early
memories and impressions of her body, communicate that her body is something not fully under
her control, perhaps foreign: she twice notes the difficulty of physically and psychically
“navigating” her body, the discomfort with her body, and a persistent sense of not seeing herself
accurately. She said, as she’s gotten older and perhaps more used to (note that familiarity does
not always mean comfort) her body, that she sometimes underestimates her size. I immediately
recognized myself in her words and gave the example of ordering clothing online and then
seeing it in person and thinking, “Wow, that’s kind of fat!” Confusingly, the mind can
simultaneously conceive of the body as both smaller and larger than it is. Gwen talked about the
pressures of going straight through her degrees without time in between and she mentioned the
difference between the mind and body, specifically noting that because she was under so much
pressure to mentally achieve, she put bodily-health concerns aside. She says, “It’s like I only
have so much capacity, and so even though I know mind and body are linked, it was like. ‘Well,
got to get my shit together up here [gesturing to her head]’” (Interview 1). This sentiment reflects
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a major theme of my interviews: bodily and mental suffering throughout graduate school and for
the sake of the profession. I explore this theme in depth in Chapter 5. Other attributes of Gwen
that stuck out to me throughout our interviews were her strong stances on the wellness
movement and mental health initiatives. An active feminist scholar, Gwen gave insight into
issues around the body and academia from a deeply personal and informed perspective.
Darla*
Darla is from New England and is currently a PhD student as well as a writing instructor
at an institution in the southern US. Darla explains the complications of being larger than her
peers as well as developing early:
By fifth grade, um I was probably…already wearing a DD or a DDD [bra size]
and I was probably shoving myself into it because my mom is much smaller so
she never knew that they made bigger sizes, so it was just like whatever was
available…So that was fifth grade…Fifth grade I was ten years old, I already had
stretch marks everywhere. (Interview 1)
Darla also disclosed that she is legally deaf. She uses extensive tools and aides to be able
to teach and learn with hearing difficulties. Her deafness came on spontaneously in her twenties
and is worsening as she ages. As far as bodily/physical limitations and disabilities, Darla’s
deafness seems to have had much more of an impact on her professional life than her size.
Darla’s deafness has shaped much of her career and scholarly interests. She is an active
participant in training and certifications for establishing universally designed pedagogy. She
spent years teaching K–12 as well as in a transitional home for boys. Despite her extensive
teaching and scholarly experience, she feels that she hasn’t gotten fair treatment in many of her
positions, partly due to her deafness and partly to her self-expression. She is on the professional
outskirts of academia; although she has extensive training and expertise in teaching, her deafness
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makes teaching in the traditional classroom difficult. She tries to teach online/hybrid classes as
much as possible.
E. Project Design Issues and The Quest for Reflexive Subjectivity
One important realization that I had very early on in the interview stage was that my lens
for the project was highly influenced by my subjective experiences as holder of a fat body. I
came into the project assuming that the state of being fat would carry major professional
detriments for my interviewees so I was surprised when the first two women I interviewed
denied their weight or size being at all noteworthy in regards to their careers, never mind
detrimental. This realization was a precursor to another principle of grounded methodology:
namely, “critical self-awareness” (Bloor and Wood 98). Throughout my interview process, I’ve
had to negotiate the way I feel about my own body and my embodied experiences as a fat woman
with the, at times wildly, divergent views of some of my participants. This early realization made
me ad-lib, in a way, for the rest of the interviews. I began disclosing to my participants the
conflict in how I originally conceived of the project with the unexpected preliminary results in
my first two interviews. I came to realize that the way I asked some of my questions presupposed
miserable experiences from my participants, so I attempted to renegotiate my subjectivity
towards a more reflective and reflexive methodology from that point forward in the interview
process. I spoke with one of the participants, revealing,
I think that even just after talking to the last few women I’ve talked to, my
framing of the project is very—or at least started out very based on my own
experience…I think that my own confidence levels and my own issues with my
body kind of made me frame the project as fatness as a deficit. With the women
I’ve spoken to so far, it hasn’t really been that way. (Nikki Interview 1)
See Table 2 for a comprehensive look at the moments in which I practiced reflexivity with my
participants.
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TABLE 2: EXAMPLES OF REFLEXIVITY DURING INTERVIEWS
Description: A comprehensive collection of moments of talking about my own limitations of
experience throughout this project.
Interview
Participant
and Number
Renée 2

Renée 2

Nikki 1

Nikki 1

Nikki 1

Nikki 1

Example of Reflexivity
It’s going to be a pretty wide range of experiences when I talk to people
because just thinking about your own confidence level and the way you're
trained to teach and your comfort in the classroom—because a lot of
teachers aren't comfortable in the classroom. And then like your comfort
with your own body is all going to affect that kind of straightforwardness
you have with your students.
It’s a really revolutionary idea when you can get to that place of
contentment and really not caring what other people think about what
you're doing with your body or your life. I'm definitely not there. And this
is a big part of why I'm wanting to write about this for my dissertation,
because I think the lens that I'm going into this project with—and I
realized a few months ago that it was a specifically negative lens. And this
is something—I'm going to cut myself off because I actually want to talk
about this more tomorrow, but I'm kind of approaching it as the lens of
like how does the body or like the fat body problematize your profession
and problematize your career. And even just from talking to you for a
couple of hours, it's like that's not going to be the case for a lot of people,
and it's really about how you hold yourself in regard.
I think that even just after talking to the last few women I've talked to, my
framing of the project is very—or at least started out very based on my
own personal experience. Which also hasn't been entirely negative, but I
think because—I don't know. I think that my own confidence levels and
my own issues with my body kind of made me frame the project as
fatness as a deficit. With the women I've spoken to so far, it hasn't really
been that way. I mean, there has been glimpses of stuff here and there but
not really like—[crosstalk].
So, I'm going to have to think a lot about my own—kind of how my own
experience has been framing this project and how a lot of that's going to
end up being on me.
I mean, I think that I kind of walked into this project feeling it was kind of
a binary. And I was on the negative side of it—I don't know—that there's
bias against fat people in most areas of society. So why not the university?
And just based upon—even though I don't really have that many instances
where I have this story of fat bias. But just kind of based upon—I don't
know—my own, I guess, world view.
And then talking to people and them being like, "No, actually, it really
hasn't been a thing." It's interesting, because I think that there is a lot of
bias towards fat people. So, on one hand, I don't know if undermining that
is good. If somebody will be like, "Yeah. See, fat people are respected in
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Nikki 1

Nikki 1

Gwen 1

Gwen 1

academia. Don't worry about it. There's no problem here." But I think
what—at least so far—I mean, obviously, it's way too early to draw
conclusions, but at least so far it seems like the level of affect or the level
of how your body impacts your career, your relationships with students,
or with colleagues, or whatever really corresponds to basically your level
of giving a shit about these things.
And this is the only world that I've been operating within. So, I don't have
a lot of other things to compare it too. I've been in school or teaching
forever, so.
So, I think a way to think about it is not so much how your body has
complicated—because, obviously, I'm not getting a lot of that. So I'm
trying to rephrase how your body and your educational experiences have
maybe informed each other or interacted with each other. Whether that's a
complication or a boon or whatever it's been. But just thinking back to
early days in school, going up through elementary, middle, high school,
undergrad work. And kind of maybe you're changing—if you had a
changing relationship or if you had a relationship with your body at all,
kind of what that was like, and how that changed over the years?
So, my original framing was kind of like, "All right. There's
discrimination in all kind of segments of society. Discrimination against
fat people is nothing new. It's commonly accepted." Excuse me. "It's
widespread," and academia isn't like—in many ways, obviously is a
bubble, but it's not immune to the wonts of society, right? There are still
these things that trickle in. And as I've been talking to a few women over
the past few weeks, I've been interested to see that their experience with
their bodies and defining themselves as fat has not been negative, almost
at all, within the realm of academia. So, it's already challenging. I'm like,
"All right. Obviously, this is a subjective topic to begin with," And I am
coming into it with my own kind of experience mapping it out for me. So,
it's interesting to kind of get different perspectives and see. So, some
original way I might have phrased questions might have been like, "How
has your body complicated what you do?" But I think it would be better to
start with kind of talking about how your body […] interacted, or
informed, or benefited from, or complicated […] any sort of relationship
between your body and what you do.
That's just, I guess, bound to come up, but self-care during PhD programs,
I'm like—so I talked to a couple of people who kind of ended up getting
really obsessed with fitness and going to the gym and eating really strictly
and being very regimented like that [during graduate school], and then
other people who are like, "I just only ate orange foods for 6 months, and
just gained a lot of weight," or whatever. And it's interesting to see the
perspectives on this because I definitely tend towards the latter kind of
behaviors. But I had somebody say that that kind of behavior, maybe
eating a lot of stuff that doesn't make you feel good or things like that, that
that's actually a better coping mechanism than getting obsessed with
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Gwen 3

Gwen 2

Amanda 2

Amanda 3

Joy 1

working out or something because that—what you've seen as avoiding
what you have to do.
And then I just kind of—wonder, is this type of work—I do feel
personally that it belongs in our field, because I think that our field just
deals with a lot of these realities, just the reality of living in a body in this
world and connecting with students. And I think that it's all connected, but
I can also see how a traditionalist would be like, "What does that have to
do with our core of history?" So, I have a hard time kind of figuring out
where my place as a researcher is going to be, and if I want to end up in a
woman studies department or something like that.
That's interesting. Like the story of athleticism is one that I don't have.
I've always just been—as a kid I had three older brothers. So, I just
basically spent most of my time hiding from them.
I got really good just being in my room and daydreaming and laying
around and thinking. And yeah, and not having a lot of playmates in that
way and stuff. So, it's also interesting to talk to […] fat women who have
a history of athleticism, too. Because I think there's some sort of different
experience too, whereas you—I don't know—maybe have had—I don't
know really know how to phrase this. Yeah, but maybe have had more
successes with your body or something.
I mean talking to you and talking to my other participant this week, it's
like there are certainly ways that your body might complicate or be
complicated by the institution that you're in but there is also so much
room for success which you've both showed me. And I think a lot of this
comes from my own kind of, I don't know, maybe lack of coming to terms
with my body or thinking about how successful I could be and more
looking at the negative parts. And I'm doing it from a place of good faith.
Looking at the more negative things because I don't want them to exist
and I want them to change. But also, if you start off from that lens, then
you're kind of not giving just a—I don't know, a chance for normalcy?
Like no, my body hasn't really affected me all that much for my career.
That kind of narrative is super important too.
But I wonder what that kind of differences between being fat since you
can remember and kind of, not getting used to it, but not having the
comparison. I don't have—I mean I have suddenly gained weight as I've
gotten older—so I can compare myself to being 16 and being like, "Oh, I
didn't realize how good I looked then." But part of that was just—it's
relative. I was still the fattest one of my class. So, it's still relative.

Talking directly to my participants about my own viewpoint and, in fact, bias about this topic
allowed me to engage in feminist research methods of honesty and transparency. I believe this
allowed for us to have interesting conversations about different points of views of fatness as well
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as help me achieve some outside perspective on the topic. I reassessed my original assumptions
about fatness and my hypothesis based on these assumptions when I started this project. These
were:
1. The state of being fat is reviled by American society, including media, medicine, and
most sites of employment;
2. Fatness is especially complicated for women, and;
3. Universities are spaces that are unfriendly toward non-conforming bodies because
universities were built for a specific demographic (able-bodied, wealthy, white men).
The hypothesis generated by these assumptions was that fat women would have an especially
hard time in the university, as graduate students, faculty members, and in the professionalization
activities of their fields. Thus, I designed my project around this hypothesis. I did not conduct
highly structured interviews, so I did not have a list of questions geared towards supporting that
hypothesis, however, my own standpoint as researcher colored the way I initially asked questions
and, of course, I assumed that I would hear stories that would support my hypothesis. I found,
early on, that this assumption had created a myopic lens through which I approached this
research. Although I believe the original above assumptions to be true, my participants did not
have many experiences to illustrate the third assumption, that universities are spaces that are
unfriendly toward non-conforming bodies, without which the hypothesis couldn’t be true (at
least for my small set of participants) which was the original focus of the project.
Something more complicated was going on with the data, and there are a few possible
conclusions:
1. The women I interviewed did not have many negative experiences regarding their body
size, especially within the academy.
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2. The women did not feel comfortable adding to a negative narrative of fatness.
3. The women did not feel comfortable enough telling me about moments of bias.
4. There was confusion if a certain act even constituted an act of bias.
5. The bias that the women felt has come over a long period of time, in micro-doses and
thus does not stick out the way major episodes of harassment or bias would.
Any or all of these scenarios are possible explanations for why my assumption that fat women
would have an especially hard time on campus appeared to be a relatively unsupported
hypothesis. That’s not to say that there were no instances of bias or difficulty within the
university, but my findings demonstrate that some of the difficulties of navigating academia have
to do with more than just size and call for a more deeply intersectional look at academia. The
above possibilities for limited instances of bias will be discussed in more depth in Chapters 4, 5,
and 6 of this dissertation.
Standpoint Theory and the Intimately Entwined Researcher
Before delving into the findings of this project, I want to take some time to unpack what
fatness and being fat means to me, as the principal researcher in this project. I have already
discussed how my subjectivity as a fat woman affected the initial design of this project and how I
tried to mediate that through reflexivity and a change of approach. It is also important to talk
about the pitfalls of researching a topic that is intimately entwined with the researcher, as well as
to justify this as an important and vibrant type of research.
A major criticism of personally entwined research is that it can result in myopia and limit
objectivity. I acknowledge that researching a subject that is so personal, painful, and life-shaping
can certainly lead to a tunnel-vision approach to the project itself and data analysis. Composition

56

and Rhetoric scholar, Abby Knoblauch, warns about the ways personal experience can limit
theorizing in her 2012 article, “Bodies of Knowledge: Definitions, Delineations, and
Implications of Embodied Writing in the Academy.” Knoblauch differentiates between
embodied language (fleshing out an argument, grasping at ideas) and the language of “bodily
urges” (56). Specifically, she draws attention to a 1987 article by Jane Tompkins called “Me and
My Shadow.” In this article, Tompkins discussed a possibility of mingling her personal and
professional lives, of talking about them in tandem, defying the academic tradition of
depersonalization. Knoblauch takes issue with Tompkins’s admission that, while writing the
article, she had to urinate. Knoblauch sees this, indeed embodied, language as distracting and
says it “does little to forward the conversation” (57) and ultimately recommends that embodied
rhetoric be “social, not solipsistic, personal but also professional” (62). Knoblauch cites Kirsch
and Ritchie when she warns that “our own positionalities can not only help us make meaning of
the world, but also keep hidden meanings not revealed by our positionalities” (61). Through
reflection and discussion with participants, I believe I have identified some of those “hidden
meanings” and worked to unpack them.
Similarly, in her recent book project, Surrender: Feminist Rhetoric and Ethics in Love
and Illness, Jessica Restaino unpacks the generative, unexpected, and sometimes messy, facets of
undergoing a research project with a deeply personal connection. In her case, the research was an
ethnographic project with her dear friend, Susan Lundy Maute, who died of breast cancer during
their partnership in the ethnographic project. As Maute’s health declined, Restaino chose to
forgo traditional research design in order to authentically and lovingly be friend to and coresearcher with Maute. Restaino argues for the importance of making “methodological room” to
pursue human connection and advises that we, as researchers, “might learn more fully about
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language, about our connection to each other and to ourselves in words” by untethering ourselves
from the confines of traditional research structures (21). Restaino sees “possibility for our work
that allows in the messiness of subjectivity, of our entwined, potentially complicated
relationships to our own roles and to each other, researcher and researched, writer and writtenabout” (22). My own research, though quite a different project from Restaino’s, has forced me to
go under in waters I’ve always tried to barely wade in. Confronting my own experiences,
disappointments, fears, and biases has been the most difficult, but perhaps the most rewarding
and generative, part of this research. Like Restaino, I’ve had to adjust my lenses and frames as
my conception of this project morphed.
Lived experience is an undeniable part of epistemology, whether the researcher is keen
to admit it, or not. One challenge for me in writing this dissertation is to talk back to my own
assumptions and judgments as I spoke to my participants. While writing from standpoint theory
is an obvious approach for me with this project, I have also tried to constantly practice recursive
self-questioning and introspection in order to present research as close to the notion of truth as I
can conceive of.
Data Analysis
I ended the interviewing process with about 1,200 minutes of recorded material, or
almost 18 hours. Unfortunately, one participants’ interview recordings were lost, despite my best
effort to recover the data on my computer, so I ended up with the six participants described
above. In lieu of manually transcribing, I paid for the website Transcribeme.com to conduct full
human transcription for five of my seven interviewees, or a total of 16 interviews. As I stated,
one participant’s recordings were lost. Another participant’s recordings were of poor quality, so I
personally transcribed only the portions of those interviews that were relevant to the project.
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After transcribing was complete, each interview was placed into its own MS Word document and
read along with the original interview audio to ensure accuracy. Next, I uploaded my accuracychecked transcripts to the website Delve, a new coding-assistant program available as a
subscription-based internet platform. On Delve’s platform, I again read over each transcript and
highlighted sections of interest that stuck out to me and began labeling highlighted snippets as
codes. This preliminary descriptive23 coding yielded many general codes, which I further refined
as I read and reread the initially coded snippets. Applying the principles of grounded theory,
such as “the constant comparison of data to elaborate and extend [coding] categories” and the
“periodic writing of analytical memos,” (Bloor and Wood 96) allowed multiple themes to
emerge.
Limitations
Limitations are both typical to this kind of small, qualitative undertaking as well as
complexly unique when talking to a group of marginalized (some with multiple points of
marginalization) people. Unsurprisingly, a study of only seven people cannot yield widely
applicable conclusions or takeaways. However, Saldaña notes that qualitative research’s point
isn’t necessarily to create new theory or provide generalizations about a topic (112), though even
a small study can develop “key assertions” about its topic (112). One additional area of
complication is the nature of fat stigma. Fat stigma is complicated and each fat person’s view of
themselves is informed by their life experiences, culture, confidence levels, and so much more.
For this reason, both reliability and validity in this work are impossible to guarantee. Reliability

According to Saldaña, et al., descriptive codes “are primarily nouns that simply summarize the topic of a datum”
and are specifically helpful to “not only help categorize but also index the data corpus’ basic contents for further
analytic work” (104).
23
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is challenging for several reasons. First, the structure of the interviews was deliberately loose to
allow for authentic conversations between myself and my participants. Some conversations
strayed from the basic guiding questions I had more than others. Also, I am an in-group member
of this stigmatized group of people. I am also white, female, and a graduate student. It’s likely
that my in-group position, as a fat, female educator helped my participants feel more comfortable
talking about this subject with me. Caroline Stenbacka’s 2001 article, “Qualitative Research
Methods Requires Quality Concepts of its Own,” reexamines the terms validity, reliability,
generalizability, and carefulness regarding their usefulness in qualitative research methods.
Stenbacka asserts that the traditional concept of validity, as a reference of measurement, is
pointless in qualitative research, which doesn’t seek to measure, per se. In fact, qualitative
research is more inherently valid, in the research usage of the word, because “issues which are
important for the respondent can be dealt with thoroughly and less important issues can be
shortened” (552). Because qualitative research deals with a more inter-personal framework, there
are more opportunities to directly address issues as they arise. Furthermore, Stenbacka notes that
for social phenomena (in the case of my project, fat bias), interviewing in-group members
absolutely contributes to meaning making. She says,
…with the purpose of generating understanding of a social phenomenon, one is
interested in understanding another person’s reality based on a specified problem
area. This means that the understanding of the phenomenon is valid if the
informant is part of the problem area and if he/she is given the opportunity to
speak freely according to his/her own knowledge structures. (552)
I believe that, in addition to my understanding of the general experience of being fat, my being
upfront with study participants about my views as a fat woman as well as the notions I entered
the project with helped participants be relaxed and open with me about their experiences.
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Beyond the slippery nature of my topic and positionality, I think the lack of racial variety
is the most obvious drawback to my participant set. All of my participants are white and, as far
as I know, no women of color responded to my call for participants. However, Black feminists
and Black fat activists have a rich and engaging body of scholarship—just recently Sabrina
Strings’s Fearing the Black Body: The Racial Origins of Fat Phobia, Anna Mollow’s
“Unvictimizable: Toward a Fat Black Disability Studies,” Roxane Gay’s oeuvre, and
contributions from pop culture icons like Lizzo, are just a few examples of Black scholarship and
activism for fat acceptance. That my participants can’t personally speak to the intersectionality of
blackness and fatness does not mean that those intersectionalities have not been considered in my
dissertation, as I have turned to the expertise of Black women throughout. The abuse of Black
female bodies in this country stems back to its very beginnings, through the enslavement and
rape of Black women, to the exploitation of Black bodies for entertainment, to the brutal (and as
of this writing, yet unpunished) murder of Black bodies as they sleep in their homes. In future
work, I would endeavor to have a more robust variety of races, ethnicities, and gender
expression, to give more depth to the highly intersectional relationship fatness has with race,
culture, economics, gender expression, and more. I acknowledge that I don’t specifically address
the Black, fat experience in this dissertation, beyond the Black activists and authors I discuss.
There are two reasons for this. First, I didn’t want to rely on my white participants’ views of
Black fat corporeal realities to construct an argument. Race did, in fact, come up in our
interviews, with at least two participants noting that Black communities, as well as Latinx
communities, value fatter bodies differently than white communities. These cultural assumptions
are widespread, but problematic, and I decided not to include those passages in this dissertation.
Secondly, my positionality as a white woman, while operating from a do-no-harm ethos, cannot
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speak to the specific experiences a Black woman or woman of color would have with fatness. I
rely on my embodied knowledge throughout this dissertation as a way to internally verify what is
being talked about, and I would be unable to do that when talking about the Black experience.
Had I Black participants, I would have been able to forward their embodied expertise, the way I
was able to do with my queer participants in Chapter 5 of this dissertation. I feel that now is a
time for white women to listen to what Black women have to say and not speak for them. As it is
important to me for fat women to be able to tell their own stories, my and my participants’
whiteness allows us to do that with more ease than for BIPOC women. I honor their right to tell
their own stories.
Finally, one issue in research that is propelled by personal experience comes back to the
problematic concept of the individual. As thoroughly addressed in feminist, queer, and disability
studies, the danger of essentialism and universalizing is a tempting trap of personally subjective
epistemologies. This is similar to the criticism leveled at expressivist classrooms that encouraged
personal experience perhaps above other kinds of knowledge. I see this concern in some of the
Fat Studies scholarship I’ve read. For example, one of the first articles I read about the built
environment of the university (which I talk about in depth in Chapter 4), by Ashley Hetrick and
Derek Attig, features a disclaimer at the beginning of the article to let the reader know the
authors have tried to avoid the “tyranny of experience” so they can approach “the description and
scrutiny of the social, political, and educational conditions of those experiences” (197). Abby
Knoblauch shared a similar concern that a focus on the body in writing or teaching should not be
separated from pedagogical ends, which I’ve discussed above. Thus, I have endeavored to write
about a deeply personal topic in the way that affords it the most justice: through the highlighting
of lived experiences, told in the words of the participants themselves, and mediated through
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consistent reflection, research, context, and empathy. The chapters that follow dive into the
words of my participants. Let’s see what they have to say.

63

CHAPTER 4.
DISCIPLINING THE BODY OUT-OF-BOUNDS
The Disciplining Gaze and the Disciplined Body
Michel Foucault’s conception of the disciplining gaze, built on Jeremy Bentham’s idea of
the panopticon, discusses visibility as a method of control and social governance. Using the
example of the treatment of plague victims and quarantining, Foucault illustrated that a fully
watched and documented populous reveals “each individual of his ‘true’ name, his ‘true’ place,
his ‘true’ body, his ‘true’ disease” (3). Under a condition like the plague, which causes immense
fear, the power structure that asserts itself over every aspect of life clearly delineates who has
power and who does not. Although Foucault here is talking specifically about the rise of the
penitentiary and similar types of disciplinary structures (“the psychiatric asylum…the
reformatory…the hospital” [4]), we can use these ideas to talk about the cultural aesthetic of the
body, as well. Under the ever-watchful attention of doctors, the public-at-large, the weight-loss
industry, clothing designers, and more, the expectation for bodies is that they will be thin, “under
control,” and disciplined. Self-discipline is widely regarded as the secret to maintaining weight
loss, yet these multiple areas of society also act as disciplining gazes. Foucault’s discussion of
the disciplining gaze provides a framework for my several of my findings, namely, that fat
bodies in academia are disciplined by the physical space they work within, certain spoken and
unspoken rules about professionalism in academia, and by possibly being passed over for
professional advancement and notoriety because of their size.
When Foucault discusses the binary set in place by disciplinary exclusion and separation
from society he uses the language, “mad/sane; dangerous/harmless; normal/abnormal” (4).
Couldn’t the same be said for the prevalent attitudes about body size? The first binary could be
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changed to “fat/thin” (yet there is a separate conversation to be had about assumptions of mental
health and “madness” among fat people) and the other two binary opposites could stay the same.
Fat people are commonly regarded as dangerous, in that their sheer mass and weight may
damage items beyond their weight capacity, but also because they are assumed to cost the
medical community and taxpayers an exorbitant amount of money in treating their ailments. As a
counter to the dangerous business of being fat, thinness costs less, uses less resources, and is less
likely to break your furniture. The normal/abnormal binary applied to body types is self-evident.
The disciplinary gaze is not just a moralistic and judgmental observance, but can take shape in
physical objects, as well. The corset of the Victorian era is an excellent example of how the
disciplining gaze, as well as the male gaze, can literally confine bodies. The same can be said for
contemporary clothing size availability and trends, furniture, public spaces, and more. A body
that falls out of bounds is subjected to the disciplinary gaze and is limited to what the
accompanying power structures allow it to have. One note—I am not making a one-to-one
comparison of actual imprisonment to the experience of not being fat in today’s society,24 which
generally doesn’t involve a loss of civil rights. But I do think Foucault’s concepts give meaning
to the experiences many bodies (not just large bodies) have that occur directly from the
disciplining gaze, as well as provide a framework for thinking about the multiple levels of
watching, disciplining, and punishment in all areas of society.
My participants discussed what experiences and thoughts fall under the disciplining gaze.
Part of the problem of this gaze is its purpose can be difficult to discern. Many times, these gazes
are not accompanied by verbal cues and their silence can be confusing. Gwen and I talked about

Despite fat often being referred to as a “prison” and some fat people saying that they are a “prisoner” or “a thin
person trapped inside” their fat bodies.
24
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the subtlety of the disciplining gaze. Some people become attuned to the way they are being
looked at, what parts of their bodies are being focused on, and for how long. A look can be a
silently aggressive act that instills embarrassment or hyper self-awareness in the one being stared
at, as well as a sense of superiority in the starer. The one being stared at might be deemed as
overreacting or paranoid, but in fact there is likely a long history of observing other people’s
ways of staring. The awareness of others’ eyes becomes embodied knowledge. Because this
knowledge is personal, it can be hard to convince another person that uncomfortable staring is
taking place. For example, I am very attuned to the way people look at me. I notice where eyes
land on my body and for how long they remain. There have been many times where I’ve asked a
person staring at a part of my body if I could help them with something, in an attempt to snap
their attention away from my body. Gwen echoed the strangeness of these gazes. She says,
“Yeah. And there's also a particular look that is in that—there's a particular look when that's
happening too. It's not like, ‘Well, this person thinks my shirt's cute.’ It's like a muted disdain”
(Interview 2). “Muted disdain” perfectly describes the silent and silencing act of staring at a fat
body, or at any body with difference. These gazes can cause anxiety, hyper-awareness,
embarrassment, and discomfort, and are thus definitively disciplining gazes.
Disciplining Disability
Disability Studies and Fat Studies align well in a couple of significant ways: both areas
have histories saturated with medical rhetoric which many contemporary scholars are trying to
get distance from. Scholars in these areas see both disability and fatness as socially constructed
in the sense that both fatness and disability are defined by myriad social factors. Both disabled
bodies and fat bodies can also be seen as queer, in the sense that they oppose normative views of
the body. In The Fat Studies Reader chapter entitled “Fattening Queer History: Where Does Fat
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History Go from Here?” Fat Studies scholar and Chair of the University of WisconsinWhitewater’s Department of Languages and Literatures, Elena Levy-Navarro, calls for a queer
studies/historical approach to fatness. This approach should interrogate how words like obesity
and health have been imbued with meaning, much as “the queer-inflected studies in the history
of sexuality have given a history to concepts like ‘homosexuality’ and ‘heterosexuality’” (16).
Fat Studies, Disability Studies, queer theory, and feminist theory are all useful and liberating
lenses when looking at fat bodies in academia. The theme that connects these approaches is
(ideally) their agreement on the fundamental value of human beings. That goal doesn’t seem like
something that should be debated but we see evidence every day of how certain bodies don’t
matter. The long road to becoming a valued subject position in this society from what has
historically been an object position is complicated. Both disabled bodies and fat bodies (and
some bodies are both) are encoded with meaning and are continually written by people with no
experience being fat or disabled. In another chapter of The Fat Studies Reader, “Are We Ready
to Throw our Weight Around? Fat Studies and Political Activism,” Deb Burgard, et al., tries to
sort out where Fat Studies belongs:
The stigma of being fat is similar to other traits that have been used to oppress,
but it is also different. Is being fat more like being queer, in that you don’t have a
“community” growing up, you sense that it is an intimate part of your identity,
and you might try hard to change it before you accept it? Is it more like being a
member of a stigmatized ethnic group, because you cannot hide it from other
people and it can be a reason you don’t get a job? Is it more like being seen as
disabled, because it can affect your mobility and access? Is it more like being a
smoker, because it is supposed to be your own fault, you supposedly could change
it if you tried hard enough, and maybe you do have the experience of changing it
temporarily? Or is it more like being a woman, since so much of the stigma has to
do with the despised (alleged) traits of femaleness (neediness, being out of
control, and the overwhelming appetites of the female body). (339)
I quote this passage at length because it speaks to the many ways Fat Studies scholars position
themselves within the field as well as what they are combatting from forces outside the field. By
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gaining insight from disability scholars and Fat Studies, I approach my own research with a
theoretical and historical platform as well as a commitment to continuing conversations about the
harm in our country’s obsession with able-bodiedness and independence. This approach must be
through a spectrum of lenses because there is no singular theory that can fully approach fatness.
Thus, disability studies, queer studies, and feminist studies and methods are all relevant for this
project.
Fatness is, itself, nebulous and amorphic. Its physicality is undeniable, but, for some, it is
a state of mind, and it changes over the course of one’s lifetime. Fatness can be disabling, or it
may not be. Fat can make someone the odd-one-out or queer them. Or, it may be a desirous
quality for a particular group. Fat is most certainly a poorer class issue, yet in history fat people
were those with means enough to consume high calorie foods and a have a lifestyle that afforded
luxurious free time away from manual labor. Make no mistake, fat is political too. The food
industry pushing fatty, salty, and sugary foods on Americans as well as the medical and weightloss industry’s push to make Americans lose weight is wrapped up in billions of dollars per year.
If you don’t like a political figure, their fat stomach or rear-end is up for mockery, as a way to
highlight what is already morally defective about that person.
Fatness has an undeniable link with disability, but it is also complicated by the equation
of thinness with beauty and self-control, two important American concepts. Many people,
medically trained or not, believe that fatness is completely or almost completely controllable.
Thus, a fat person “refusing” to lose weight tramples on the American ideology of self-control
and self-responsibility. Perhaps it is because this idea is so pervasive, that we don’t see fatness
given the same accommodations or aide as medical disabilities. Fat discrimination is only
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protected by law in one state (Michigan) and by six cities in five other states25 (as of 2019)
(Weight Discrimination Laws).26 Not all fat people will consider themselves disabled, and indeed
many fat people are objectively not disabled, but protections for fat individuals against
discrimination should be in place across the country as a barrier from the subjective ideas about
fatness and fat people that many people in positions of power hold. Discrimination gives the
disciplining gaze true power by limiting options available to fat people. One example of this is
the way many universities weren’t designed with accessibility and size in mind. University
classrooms and campuses can be uncomfortable spaces for fat people and this discomfort can
affect professionalism, self-confidence in teaching ability, and pedagogical approaches.
The Built Environment of the University and Constructed Discipline
The built environment of the university is connected to the comfort and teaching success
of those who work and learn within. When specifically looking at the experience of fat people in
the university, a disability perspective is helpful. From a disability perspective, access in one’s
place of employment is a human right. The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 established
protections for disabled folks to be able to have reasonable accommodations in their workplaces
and the expansion of the ADA (the Americans with Disabilities Act Amendments Act) in 2008
broadened these protections even further, and have even been successfully invoked in court cases
involving obese plaintiffs suing a company for weight-based discrimination. The physical
environment in which one labors can have dramatic effects on their performance and well-being
and certainly the classroom is not exempt from this. Just as teachers wish for up-to-date and
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dependable technology, electricity, healthy air, climate control, secure campuses and the like, the
construction and layout of the classroom can matter to teachers of size. Classrooms on the upper
floors of elevator-less buildings, classrooms with cramped furniture and little space to maneuver
between desks, and classroom furniture that simply does not fit larger bodies are examples of
hazardous working environments many fat teachers find themselves in. These hindrances can
affect teaching styles, rapport with students, self-expression, and more. This section will focus
on how the physical conditions of the classroom affect fat teachers.
American higher education was, for centuries after the historic Ivies were founded, meant
to prepare a very specific student body: namely white, male, able-bodied, and affluent enough to
pursue an endeavor that took them away from home. The admission of other types of bodies
came in fits and starts. Access to education has historically been controlled by gatekeepers.
Admissions, for a long time, could pick and choose at will who was granted access to their
universities; as governmental protections arose for different minority groups, universities were
able to utilize other methods of controlling who became part of the student body, such as tuition
cost and test scores.27 Even today, many universities remain difficult to navigate for people with
specific physical limitations. Historic universities were not designed with accessibility in mind
and have gone through renovations to bring them to code with the 1990 ADA mandates for
accessibility on campus. Still, many older buildings didn’t gain much more than a wheelchair
ramp. Even universities that have undergone massive renovations to bring them up to ADA code
may pose physical challenges for some, because of the physical location of their campuses.
Urban campuses may have complicated parking situations and rural campuses may have hills,
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cobblestones, distant parking, etc. In these ways, bodies are still being disciplined by their
surroundings.
Ashley Hetrick and Derek Attig, in the Fat Studies Reader, discuss the built environment
of the university as originally designed to keep out certain kinds of bodies. Small desks render
fat students as “symbolically…unable to learn” (199). Tight spaces pinch student and teacher
bodies and make concentrating and learning challenging. Moving to a free-standing seat in the
room draws attention to the fat student and, depending on context, the teacher, trying to use this
modified seating option. Hetrick and Attig link this attention to the concept of the disciplining
gaze (200). Fat people are aware of how they’re looked at—they’ve been dealing with the
disciplining gaze for as long as they have been fat and many of them try to avoid it as much as
possible. One can imagine that the pain of being squeezed into a space would be as physically
uncomfortable and unconducive to learning as the possible psychological discomfort of drawing
attention to one’s body and otherness by choosing seating different than everyone else’s.
Classrooms are political and social spaces, and writing classrooms, especially, can be spaces for
personal, political, and social exploration and growth. Part of this growth must take place in a
space that feels comfortable to students. As well, instructors must feel unburdened by their
teaching environments to teach with ease.
Besides living with the nagging awareness of the disciplining gaze and the physical
discomfort caused by the built environment, the way a classroom is built can have literal
intrusions on the way one teaches. Victoria Kannen, cultural studies researcher and instructor at
Université Laurentienne in Ontario, has published widely on embodied rhetorics. In her 2012
article, “’My Body Speaks to Them’: Instructor Reflections on the Complexities of Power and
Social Embodiments,” Kannen, talking specifically about sociology courses, discusses “the
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physical position of the instructor in relation to the students, how the instructors convey the ways
in which the space of the classroom is created, who is in the room and what being there comes to
mean for one another” (639). Kannen writes about what she calls “critical identity classrooms”
(637), such as cultural studies courses, gender studies classes, and the like, in which “the
intention of the course is to engage with how identities manifest in social life, how these
manifestations can be problematized, and how these explorations can lead to social change”
(637).
Although Kannen does not list the first-year writing class as a “critical identity
classroom,” I argue that the first-year writing classroom can be just as political and as exposing
for teachers’ bodies. Kannen’s research for this article focuses mostly on gender, age, and faculty
status (tenure versus non-tenure) and how those factors inform power dynamics (à la Foucault) in
classrooms. Body type isn’t specifically mentioned, but one could see how body type would be a
considerable factor in a critical classroom. Additionally, the physical locations of instructor and
students are complicated in a fat-phobic environment. How will a fat teacher “convey the ways
in which the space of the classroom is created” if the classroom was clearly never meant for her
body? My participant, Amanda, makes the point that feeling included in a constructed space is
vital to feeling acknowledged as a human worth of taking up that space: “It's kind of like I
always feel like my refusal to be uncomfortable in spaces that aren't made for me is…part of
what it means to kind of be visible as an actual fat person rather than being visible as a person
who's fat” (Interview 3). Unfortunately, most areas are not designed for fat bodies, thus it is
virtually impossible to avoid fat-phobic spaces. Even if the constructed environment is workable,
sometimes the hurdles are invisible. Another participant, Gwen, taught at a military academy that
held students who were almost all older than average first-year students, male, and from other
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countries. “Talk about being aware of your body,” reflects Gwen as she describes the difficulty
of teaching a population of people who are not only very concerned (and rightly so) with fitness,
but who may have already held pejorative ideas of what the typical American looked and acted
like. For example, Supersize Me was one of the movies they watched as part of the curriculum.
Gwen remembered, “[I] always felt a moment where I was just—it just felt like a spotlight was
shining on me because—what are the assumptions that they’re making about how I look? And a
lot of them would bring in kind of that like, ‘Americans are fat and gross [attitude]’” (Interview
2). Gwen shows us how hyperaware she was because of the disciplining gaze and her discomfort
when teaching an area that matched her stigmatized trait. Supersize Me, once a cultural
phenomenon, was purposefully over the top, demonstrating that sustained consumption of fast
food would lead to increased poor health markers. Without the myriad other contexts for why
one gains weight, the documentary may lead to the conclusion that all fat Americans steadily eat
fast food, as well as the converse, that all people who regularly consume fast food get fat, thus
enforcing the belief that fat is always unhealthy. Being placed as an intermediary in her
classroom, between her students with specific cultural expectations of Americans and a
documentary that may well validate certain assumptions about Americans, made Gwen aware of
her body and how that would be interpreted by her students’ disciplining gazes.
My participants had quite a bit to say about their experiences with feeling the disciplining
gaze in their classrooms and in their professional lives, overall. The built environment of the
classroom varies from institution to institution. Many teachers can say they’ve taught in
university classrooms that were too hot or too cold, had technical issues, were difficult to access
because of their location on campus, and more. I’ve taught in classrooms with no windows,
partitioned walls that allowed noises from other classrooms to drift in, that were freezing in the
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winter, that were sweltering in the summer, that were on the third floor of an elevator-less
building, etc. University instructors generally do not get much choice over where they teach,
which can negatively affect instructors with all sorts of mobility issues, anxiety, and more. For
fat instructors, the location of classrooms, the size and stability of furniture, and other concerns
can have direct effects on what happens in the classroom.
Renée, who has extensive experience in workplace writing and instructional design,
spoke to me at length about the importance of first impressions and the way her classrooms
affect her teaching style. She says,
Communication/professional writing is also something that I do a lot of. So, I am
aware that you get eight seconds to make an impression on a job committee when
you walk into the room. I am aware that the statistics show that overweight or
people who are perceived as fat have an 80% harder time getting the job. I'm
aware of that stuff. I can study that stuff. So, when I think about my interviews for
my teaching jobs or my training positions, I think about—I do a lot of contracting,
right? So, I go into a place for free and do the usability assessment for free, and
then if they don't want to hire me, I've made that investment for nothing. So, I'm
aware that my professional presence is being assessed from the moment I walk in
the door. (Interview 2)
Renée describes her teaching style as a “take control of your space” approach which is
doubly complicated for someone who takes up more space than others and who may be judged
by the amount they encroach on others’ space. I quote her at length below to illustrate some of
the concerns a fat teacher, even one who is confident and experienced, may have in the
classroom:
When I go into a classroom—so part of the instructional design training stuff—
again contracting and not knowing what your physical space is going to be like
when you get there. You're on campus. I kind of know the classrooms I teach in. I
know what's available. I know what's movable, what's not. I know where I'll be
able to reach my students. So, I teach in one classroom in the fall and one
classroom in the spring. In the fall it's set up in rows where you can only enter
from one row, and it is difficult for me to go down those rows because of my size.
So, we end up like chatting over the front of their computers a lot or—I do notice
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that I'll go in the front and the back rows more and the middle row is harder for
me to get to. But the classroom I teach [in during the] spring is like a square, and
so there's an outside square, an inside square. I teach in computer classrooms and
labs. And so I can get to those students a lot more except for when they're in
groups, so like if they're in groups of five, and that's going to block that aisle. And
so for me to—I do a lot of “Excuse me, I'm going to sneak through here, I'm
going to come back here.” I do a lot of modulating my body in the space in ways
that I don't think other—not all other instructors have to. But I also have an active
classroom. So, I want that mobility and I want that space. (Interview 2)
Renée’s nuanced observation of the way the classroom structure affects her pedagogical style is
insightful. She is already savvy about the limitations of her environment and she makes
adjustments accordingly to reach her ultimate goal of having an active classroom. Despite the
restrictions of her built environment, she manages to teach in her preferred style, though she has
to “modulate” her body to do so. These types of physical adjustments and gymnastics shouldn’t
be something she needs to worry about in her workplace, yet her experience is common among
women I’ve spoken to for and outside of this project.
Even allies don’t always notice the different needs their friends and colleagues of size
may have. Amanda talked about one of her colleagues, also a close friend, whom she describes
as, “very aware of everything” (Interview 2). At the time of our interviews, Amanda’s colleague
had scheduled meetings in a classroom with the older type of wooden chairs with the attached
desks. As Amanda says, “ My body has not fit into the desks in the classrooms at my institution
ever” (Interview 2) but she recognized that, as a thin person, her colleague didn’t think this
would be an issue, even though she is “deeply aware of shit like this” and “deeply aware of body
issues” (Interview 2). Additionally, as the one who called the meetings in the first place,
Amanda’s colleague was able to sit at the teacher’s table at the front of the room, a regular sized
table with a regular chair. Amanda started bringing a folding chair to the meetings, saying, “I
really do want this to be painfully obvious to everybody in the room that [her colleague] picked a
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bad meeting room” (Interview 2). Amanda’s willingness to expose herself to the possible
disciplining gaze from colleagues is something many fat people would not do. I shared the story
about having bruises across my body when I started my graduate courses because of similar
types of desks. I was too ashamed to make it (even more) obvious that I couldn’t fit in the
standard classroom furniture, thus I chose to sustain the bruising instead of bringing in an outside
chair. To do what Amanda did took a willingness to draw attention to the difference of her body,
thus putting herself in a position of more disciplining gazes.
Like me, Gwen shares a hesitance to attract the disciplining gaze by calling attention to
her large body. Gwen also had a meeting in a classroom with the immovable desk/chair combo
and described her thought process: “I remember thinking like, ‘I don’t know if I could physically
get in here’” (Interview 1). She did, but two other women at the same meeting who couldn’t fit
into the furniture sat in regular, unattached chairs at the front of the classroom. Gwen remembers
seeing this and thinking “that’s so noticeable why that’s happening” (Interview 1). Gwen’s
“noticing” the women’s reason for sitting in free-standing chairs shows that the disciplining gaze
exists in everyone. Gwen demonstrated a meta-awareness of the existence of the gaze and what
the women moving into the other chairs signified: they are outsized; they don’t fit. In this case,
Gwen wasn’t judging the women, but she recognized, from her own experience and savviness,
how other people may view the women who choose to call attention to their bodies’
nonconformity to the environment.
Presentation is another important aspect of professionalism. Although the fairness of
professionalism depending on aesthetics is debatable, the fact remains that there are few places
where the disciplining gaze relents. The academy is no exception and my participants all spoke
to the extent that dressing professionally was complicated by the limited clothing options for
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larger bodies. Participants also talked about the subtle differences between what dressing
professionally means for teaching, interviews, and conferences. By and large, and probably
unsurprisingly, job interviews were the highest-stakes scenarios for my participants as far as
presenting professionally. Classroom clothing options vary person-to-person and institution-toinstitution, and conferences seem to have their own unspoken dress code. The next section will
discuss the challenges of dressing the fat body for the profession as well as the ramifications of
the limited professional options for fat bodies, and how the expectations of professionalism
combined with the difficulty of achieving those expectations for fat bodies is a form of the
disciplining gaze.
Clothing as Discipline
I begin this section with an extended quote from Amanda, who talks about the pressure of
“looking the part” in high-stakes situations involving first impressions, such as job interviews.
We all know that you look at people first. You make whatever judgments you're
going to make about them. And then you listen to what they have to say. And in
many cases in American society, how well what they have to say gets received is
very deeply dependent on how that person looks. Right? If I walk into a job
interview with a nose piercing and short spiky purple hair, depending on where
I'm interviewing, that's probably not going to go over so well. Right? And so
that's just how we have to function in our world. (Amanda Interview 3)
There is a hint of resignation in her words, “…that’s just how we have to function in our world.”
She accepts that judgments based on appearance are so common that it might be easier to go
along with them than to resist them. The disciplining gaze is so pervasive and powerful that it
can be easier to accept it than to risk judgment in high-stakes situations. Dressing to appease the
gaze can become complicated, however, for bodies outside of “normal.”
On the job market, applicants are expected to dress professionally, which is generally
fulfilled by a skirted suit or pantsuit for women. Amanda recalled the stress of trying to find
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something professional in her size when she was going on campus visits. She told me that
finding the “right thing” to wear is still a source of stress for her. She says,
I don't wear suits. They're horrible. I think they're cruel, and I've kind of been at
the point—I've gone on interviews for vice-presidential positions. And I'm at the
point where I'm just like, "If you're not going to hire me because I'm not wearing
a suit, I probably don't want to work at your school." Right? "If you can't tolerate
the fact that I'm in a $400 dress and a cardigan, we're not going to—we're not
going to work well together." (Interview 2)
However, Amanda also recognizes that dressing to the professional side of the spectrum helps
“look the part” on a community college campus, She calls the suit she wore to her interviews a
“fat girl suit” that was “classic, ugly, blue silk shit” (Interview 2). This “loose and shapeless and
classic” dress still hangs in her closet, having been worn a “grand total of four times” (Interview
2).
Most universities don’t have strict dress codes for professors, leaving them to choose to
dress to their level of comfort. The lack of an official policy, however, doesn’t erase other
pressures from within academia. The goal of the academic wardrobe is style, function, and an air
of intellect, but perhaps not too much attention to detail, because wardrobe comes second to
living a life of the mind. Dressing the part isn’t just about looking good; it’s about establishing
ethos and respect. Young professors, women, and minorities struggle more for recognition and
respect than do their white male colleagues, so the ability to dress in the standard academic
wardrobe may be more important for them. Female professors are already up against a powerful
association between professorships and men,28 and fat female professors have the added problem
of finding professional clothing in large sizes. Women in academia are expected to dress
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professionally and modestly, but femininely. Dress suits are still recommended over pants for
interviews and other high stakes moments. A writer for the popular blog, Tenure, She Wrote,
published a piece in 2013 about dressing for academia. Her complied list of advice included
wearing dark colors, structured clothing, heels, and glasses (drmellivora). The comments section
for the piece included some responses from women who had difficulty finding professional
clothing that fit. This issue came up in several interviews with participants and speaks to the
complicated nature of dressing professionally while fat.
Renée spoke about her struggle find clothes that fit because of her proportions and her
dislike of dresses, which she said make her “look like a tent” (Interview 2). Cost is another issue
with professional clothing options for larger bodies—not only is the clothing harder to find (and
generally much less fashionable than clothes for smaller bodies), but it also tends to be more
expensive with fewer affordable options. Plus size clothing also tends to have poor proportions,
for example, the assumption that women in larger sizes always have proportionally large chests.
With fewer options for plus size career wear, coupled with higher prices and the added cost of
altering ill-fitting clothing, fat women likely have a difficult time dressing conventionally
professional. This difficulty came up with almost all of my participants. Although participants
generally have the freedom to wear what they’re comfortable in, they still recognized the
possible effects of not dressing in a typically professional way. Renée chooses to wear pants and
tops regularly to teach because in her price range “it was hard to find things that didn’t look like
[her] grandma was going to wear them…” (Interview 2). Reflecting on graduate school, Renée
says a struggle for her was “looking professional in what [she] perceived to be professional in a
larger body and still enjoying what [she] wore” (Interview 2). Of course, dressing professionally
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and enjoyment aren’t mutually exclusive, but they’re harder to achieve when there are fewer
options available.
Other participants had varying experiences with their bodies as part of the classroom
environment and how what they wear affects their ethos. Joy, whose specialty research area is in
gaming, spoke at length about her discomfort with her body type especially in connection with
her scholarship area. Joy teaches themed classes about the rhetoric of video games and is an avid
gamer, herself. As a participant in what is fondly called nerd culture, she is aware that some of
the stereotypes of female gamers is that they’re fat, masculine, and lazy. She describes the
stereotypes variously as the “typical gamer person who’s overweight and stays home and doesn’t
have a life,” “socially awkward,” and “a couch potato” (Interview 2) and she wonders if her
students and colleagues see her this way. These fears are reminiscent of Gwen’s concern that her
many international military students would think she represented the stereotype of the lazy,
gluttonous American, especially amplified because of her teaching materials. Joy’s awareness of
the stereotypes about female gamers (which she dubs “typical gamer person” or just “typical
person”) affects how she views herself as a female gamer and teacher:
…I told you I teach a class about writing about video games, and I'm the advisor
for the geek club and then it's like, “Oh, I'm kind of presenting as that typical
person. Even though I don't feel like a typical person.” I didn't think about that for
a while, Then I thought, okay, you know how much more seriously would I be
taken—in our department we do a lot of pop culture stuff, so it's not as looked
down on or whatever, but I also wonder if I would be taken more seriously if I
was thin and did these things. (Interview 2)
At the same time, Joy doesn’t go out of her way to hide her love of gaming and “nerd
culture.” In fact, she sees that part of her personality as a way to diffuse students’ stress and
anxiety. She explains,
[B]ecause we're in humanities nobody cares what you wear. I'm torn between
dressing really nicely and what I end up wearing are things like silly shirts. So, it's
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this one, it's a Doctor Who [shirt], and it says, “Nevertheless, she regenerated.”
So, I have toys in my office and things like that that make it a little easier for
them, so they're not freaking out all the time. And I think these kinds of things do
too, but I think a lot of it is protection of myself, to just wear funny T-shirts. You
know what I mean? (Interview 2)
From the above passage, it’s clear that Joy feels conflicting pressure to dress professionally, not
necessarily from her institution, but because of her concerns that she’ll be labeled as a gamer and
written off for the previously mentioned stereotypes. Ultimately, Joy tends to dress to her own
comfort level which she sees as disarming nervous students as well as “protection” for her.
Although Joy runs the risk of the judgmental gaze, she chooses to dress in clothing that she fears
will lead to assumptions about her lifestyle. But her reasoning that she wears these clothing
partly for “protection” contradicts the idea of avoiding judgment. We’re left to question what
exactly Joy is trying to protect herself from with her clothing choices. This question will be
discussed in greater depth in Chapter 5, which will explore the idea of fat as a literal, sexual, and
emotional shield.
Amanda recalled having a few difficult moments while attending school because of the
way her clothes fit her body. She told me about running into a woman she had taken a college
French course with. This woman relayed to Amanda that her French teacher at the time found
her clothing very distracting. Her T-shirt was V-neck and Amanda has, like many larger women,
large breasts. Although her intention wasn’t for her body to become a point of criticism, her
French teacher made the point to police her body and talk about her inappropriately to another
person. Amanda reflects, “I was wearing a T-shirt and shorts. And they weren't booty shorts. The
shirt wasn’t inappropriately low-cut. It was literally a shirt that they were selling at the stores for
fat girls” (Interview 2). Thus, policing Amanda’s body became a community effort of a professor
and a peer to keep under wraps a body which they deemed as out of place and distracting.
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The issues my participants have faced regarding clothing options illustrate another way
fat bodies are chastened by the disciplining gaze. Although plus size clothing, in general, is
significantly easier to come across than it was ten or twenty years ago, there is still a tremendous
amount of work to be done in the fashion industry to offer plus size women quality clothing
options somewhere in between throwaway fashion catered to teens and young adults and
expensive boutique collections that reside outside the budget of many women. Additionally, the
system that privileges a certain kind of look over another, a system which grew out of the white,
male gaze, needs to be challenged. Katie Manthey, an Assistant Professor of Composition at
Salem College in North Carolina, is a pioneering voice in the criticism of academic expectations
of professional dress. She situates her criticism from her perspective of a “fat, queer, femme
writer” and has published widely about the relationship between power and dress codes and dress
as resistance. Her blog, Dress Profesh, features user-generated posts showcasing what dressing
professionally means to different people. Her chapter, “Dress for Success: Dismantling Politics
of Dress in Academia,” in the collection Surviving Sexism in Academia: Strategies for Feminist
Leadership, details several poignant encounters regarding her clothing in professional
circumstances, such as job market training meetings and job interviews. She tells the story of one
of her job interviews in which her search committee picked her up from the airport for a casual
dinner the first night. Manthey was wearing her traveling clothes—“dark jeggings, pointy flats,
a…polka dot tank top, and a pink v-cut cardigan” (182). Manthey mentioned earlier in the article
that her mentor had specifically made an example out of Manthey when she told her cohort not
to wear leggings for professional circumstances. However, this job’s search committee later hold
Manthey that they purposefully picked her up in her traveling clothes because they wanted to see
her in her natural element, as they said, “not [in] all that, you know, fancy interview stuff” (182).
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For this search committee, casual travel clothing signified a realness that “fancy interview stuff”
couldn’t communicate, and Manthey found comfort and immediate validation because of their
eschewal of the disciplining gaze.
Karen Kelsky, the author of The Professor is In book and blog, is a trusted source of
information about anything relating to academia for both bourgeoning and seasoned academics.
One of her pieces talks about what women should bring on job interviews. She says,
The typical campus visit often involves a pick up at the airport by a faculty
member, and an immediate drive to a meal with that faculty member, and possibly
others. Because of that, you will need to be appropriately dressed on the airplane,
in dress pants and a blouse or sweater, with a cardigan or jacket. A matching suit
is unnecessary at this stage… Make sure that the clothes you are wearing are not
linen or silk or any fabric that wrinkles badly on the plane. It is important that you
can make the flight → dinner transition looking as cool and collected as possible.
Be sure and take a quick trip to the restroom on the flight, before arrival, to brush
your hair, check your makeup and jewelry (make sure no earring fell out), and
possibly brush your teeth. (Kelsky)
There is a lot to unpack here. First, we have several underlying assumptions to Kelsky’s
advice. First, the female applicant is expected to wear professional and feminine clothing
(though it’s stated that matching suits aren’t yet necessary—those are for the teaching
demo/research presentation day), makeup, and jewelry. Next, it’s assumed that the applicant
would comfortably fit into the plane’s bathroom to primp before landing. Third, the expectation
that the applicant remains as “cool and collected as possible.” Besides normal jitters, anxiety
about weight and appearance may make calmness a difficult task for fat women. Later in this
article, Kelsky makes several references to weight. She admonishes readers to make sure their
blouses fit perfectly because “the pounds add on when you’re writing that diss!” She adds later,
“If you’ve put on some pounds, buy new clothes. Nothing, I repeat, nothing, makes you look
worse or less professional than too-tight clothes.” Finally, in her addendum for winter
professional wear, Kelsky recommends “stylish and non-bulky” coats, worn with a belt at the
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waist if they are “urban quilted coats,” to avoid looking like the “Michelin Man.” Without
knowing Kelsky’s body type, it is evident that she is not writing from a fat perspective. She does
not address the difficulty fat women may have navigating a plane’s bathroom, in rushing around
an airport, in finding professional clothing that fits the strict guidelines she recommends or, in
fact, not looking like the Michelin Man in any coat they choose to wear. Her tone-deafness
extends to the way she talks about replacing clothing and buying particular brands. For example,
she recommends La Canadienne boots, which start at about $450. Considering her audience for
this particular article is likely ABD or just-graduated PhDs, it would behoove her to be more
considerate of the different bodies, abilities, and financial situations of her readership. The
comments section of this article (which was originally posted in 2011 but she still replies to new
comments) surprisingly doesn’t have much pushback against her advice. There is a mention of
traveling with a tiny umbrella, which Kelsky says makes her “ass look even bigger,” so she
recommends full-size umbrellas. I don’t wish to linger too long on Kelsky’s site, but I do want to
point out that the disciplining gaze can take many forms, including highly popular and influential
academic advice writers who perpetuate the status quo.
Reviewing the strict, yet unofficial, dress code for academics on the job market puts
Katie Manthey’s campus visit in a different light. Her visit with a committee who wanted to
“ambush her” in order to catch her at her most authentic self illustrates what kind of
professionalism is expected during campus visits. The committee’s admission that they wanted
to meet Manthey in her travel clothes to see what she was really like indicates that the
professional uniform as touted by Kelsky and others is simply performative. But because this
performativity is expected, the fact that Manthey’s committee surprised her is also disturbing.
Perhaps Manthey mentioned an anxiety about wearing casual clothing and her dinner companion
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simply meant to provide reassurance to her. Manthey is not very detailed in her description of
this encounter, and luckily it worked out well for her, but other prospective hires might have felt
put off by the element of surprise.
Of course, the disciplining gaze isn’t directed only toward fat bodies. Any marker of
difference from the white, cis-gender, able-bodied, heterosexual, thin, and male standard of
power is subject to judgmental gazes. The extent to which one is affected by these judgments or
how much one is subjected to the disciplining gaze can change throughout one’s lifetime. For fat
people, the disciplining gaze can lessen if they lose weight and, in turn, can become more
punishing if they gain weight. Most of my participants had steadily gained weight over a number
of years, from illness, medications, injuries, lifestyle, pregnancy, and more. All participants also
had periods of weight fluctuations, but only one participant could speak to the experience of
losing a substantial amount of weight over a short period of time through bariatric surgery, and
how that experience changed the way she was looked at.
Weight Loss and the Changing Gaze
. All women are subject to the male gaze and the disciplining gaze, much of which overlaps, since
the structures of socio-politico-sexual-economic institutions in this country are dominated by
men’s power and desires (specifically, white, able-bodied, wealthy men). Rosemarie GarlandThomson in Staring: How we Look, defines the male gaze as, “laden with sexual desire,
predation, voyeurism, intimidation, and entitlement” (41). The male gaze is something that
shapes the way most people in society interact with each other. Garland-Thomson points out
(without a lot of nuance for gender and sexual preferences) that the male gaze isn’t held by all
men and it isn’t exclusive to men: “…the male gaze not only occurs in lived gendered relations
such as a man leering at strippers, but also when women look at one another from both
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heterosexual and lesbian positions” (41). The male gaze, while judgmental and dominating, isn’t
necessarily disciplining. Garland-Thomson’s mention of strippers is an example where the male
gaze is incredibly directive of what happens in a strip club but may not be disciplining. For a fat
woman, whose experience under the male gaze may include body shaming29 and rejection as
well as sexual harassment, losing weight may shift the body more into the purview of a
sexualized gaze and not a predominantly male-appeasing disciplining gaze. In other words, a fat
woman losing weight may become more conventionally attractive, but either way, the gaze is
still upon her (or their or xyr or hir) body, defining it, categorizing it, appraising it of value.
One of my participants, Nikki, mentioned (almost as an afterthought) that she had
bariatric surgery in 2010. This sparked a conversation about how having such a drastic change in
body size affected her teaching. Although all my participants had experienced changes in weight
over their teaching careers, Nikki was the only one who had surgically lost weight, which leads
to rapid weight loss. In true academic style, she planned her surgery for the end of a winter
semester so she would have the winter break to heal. Before her surgery, she had been diagnosed
with an autoimmune disease, for which she was prescribed prednisone. Prednisone made her
gain about 70 pounds in three months. Her doctor advised the bariatric surgery to stave off
approaching diabetes, and because the surgery was seen as medically necessary, insurance fully
covered it. What stood out the most to Nikki was the way her students supported her through the
recovery and new lifestyle—she even found things in common with them that she hadn’t when
she weighed more, such as interests in shopping and clothing choices that were novel for Nikki.
Her description of the recovery period also spoke to the physically and psychologically
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This is certainly not to say that non-fat bodies don’t receive both body shaming and sexual harassment.
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demanding reality of having most of her stomach and duodenum removed from her digestive
tract. During her recovery, she became obsessed with food, a phenomenon I’ve found true for
myself when I’m dieting. Her new one-ounce-sized stomach could only handle a liquid diet for
eight weeks, and she found herself binge-watching cooking shows on The Food Network.
Over the course of her 150-pound weight-loss, Nikki found herself bonding more with
female students at the exclusive institution she worked at. Her students were wealthy, and as
Nikki lost weight and gained more sartorial options, she started talking to her students about
fashion and shopping. Nikki referred to it as “bond[ing] with my students over things that thin
girls do” (Interview 2). This new experience might seem inconsequential, but there’s something
powerful about being part of the “in” group. Fat women have limited clothing options, and many
retailers sell their plus-size lines online only. Going for a day of shopping with friends is difficult
for ultra-fat women. Roxane Gay spoke about the othering effect the lack of stylish plus size
clothing creates in a 2016 episode of NPR’s This American Life. Gay defines different levels of
fatness on the show, namely “Lane Bryant fat” and super-morbidly obese. The former are people
who can walk into a Lane Bryant (which carries up to size 28 in store) to have an in-person
shopping experience and the latter generally have to order their clothes online because they are
shut out of virtually all brick-and-mortar clothing stores. Gay describes super-morbidly obese as
“when you can’t really even find stores that can accommodate you. You don’t fit in any public
spaces, like movie theaters, public bathrooms, so on and so forth” (Tell Me I’m Fat). Gay, at the
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time,30 said she would need to lose 200 pounds to be able to shop at Lane Bryant. Her anxiety
about her weight is an apt illustration of the need for thoughtfully designed spaces:
This whole nonstop anxiety conversation happens in my head all the time for just
basic life functions, like, oh I have to go do this, you know? Before I will go out
to eat, I research a restaurant extensively on Google. And I look at Google
Images. And I make sure, are the chairs solid? Do they have arms? What does the
dining room look like? (Tell Me I’m Fat)
Gay aligns the smaller-sized Lane Bryant fatties with the Health at Every Size (HAES)
movement and she points to something I keep coming back to in my own research: that the selflove mandate brand of body politics shuts down those who don’t see themselves physically or
ideologically reflected in that movement. Lane Bryant fatties, again those who can shop in store
at Lane Bryant and a few other places, have a relative privilege in that they can move around the
world a little easier than those who are pushed into internet-only commerce. Thus, Nikki’s
bonding with her students over fashion speaks to a longing that many people with nonnormative
bodies have at some point in their existence: simply to belong. Nikki expands on having this
experience for the first time as a woman in her early 40s: “When I was younger, I was too broke
to know anything different than jeans. So, when I was old enough to make decisions to buy
underwear, I was already fat. So here I am having lost the weight, wanting to buy sexy
underwear. Who am I going to ask?” (Interview 2). Nikki’s students became her go-to for asking
about mainstream fashion. This different kind of relationship with her students, one in which she
is looking to them for a certain kind of expertise, enabled Nikki to experience life outside of the
disciplining gaze, at least as far as her fatness was concerned. She could participate in the
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Gay is currently losing weight, after having weight loss surgery in 2018, and exercising regularly, which she
documents on Instagram. She writes about her surgery experience and the ambivalence she felt at the time (and
perhaps still does) with her body in the article “What Fullness Is.”
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dominant culture of aesthetics and had a glimpse of a lifestyle that many fat women do not ever
see. She notes the weight loss and its accompanying privileges made it “so easy to be what other
women are” (Interview 3).
The Wellness Movement in the University
Wellness, in the modern usage, was coined by medical doctor and biostatistician Halbert
Dunn in the 1950s as an attempt to “fashion a rational bridge between the biological nature of
man and the spirit of man—the spirit being that intangible something that transcends physiology
and psychology” (788). Dismayed by the overwhelming focus on disease by medical
practitioners, Dunn called for an integrative, holistic approach to health, which he acknowledged
hinged on an “integrated method of functioning, which is oriented toward maximizing the
potential of which the individual is capable.” Dunn’s 1959 article, “High-Level Wellness for
Man and Society,” was a very early discussion of wellness as encompassing more than just
health (defined as absence of illness). The concept of wellness has been popular in the
mainstream for a couple of decades across a number of mental, physical, social, and sexual
practices. The intentions of the wellness movement are humanistic and ideological in scope.
More than just avoiding illness, wellness practitioners and advocates seek to improve the quality
of life and to make life more fulfilling and meaningful for all. On the surface, the concept of
wellness seems ideal—encouraging people to slow down, to notice, to enjoy, to savor, to
appreciate life’s small moments and opportunities speaks to many people these days. It’s also an
idea that works best for people with a relative amount of privilege, especially regarding wealth,
physical ability, and leisure time.
Over time, the idea of wellness has been coopted by corporations. Many wellness
initiatives are geared toward people who have the funds to join a gym, wellness center, yoga
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studio, or other service. There are wellness techniques that can be done cheaply and at home,
such as mindfulness meditation, but make no mistake that wellness is a multi-trillion-dollar
industry worldwide. One excellent example of the many beneficiaries of the push towards
wellness is Gwyneth Paltrow and her wellness brand, Goop. A quick look at Goop’s website
shows a supremely awkward variety of wares: $80 amethyst infused water bottles, multiple
devices to strengthen the pelvic floor, mushroom hot cocoa mix, a $220 rip-off of the Squatty
Potty, and many, many vitamins and supplements. The salespeople of the corporate wellness
craze may claim wellness is about loving your body and celebrating holistic health instead of just
weight, but many wellness products are being pedaled by thin women to other thin women.
Indeed, it seems to be a way to make women who have already attained their ideal weights to
want more: perfect skin, perfect digestion, perfect harmony, and a perfect sex life, vis-a-vis
quasi-Eastern medicinal and cultural appropriations. The trendy focus on wellness has also
forced certain brands to step away from their old-fashioned missions and update their goals. It’s
just smart business for a company like Weight Watchers to rebrand (to WW, taking the emphasis
of weight) during a time of increasing awareness of body politics and as a way to reach a
demographic of women who don’t, in fact, have much weight to lose. Even The Biggest Loser’s
new season’s description invokes wellness as a critical new aim:
For the winner, there’s $100,000 but for all the contestants there’s the chance of a
long-term, healthy life-style in this new and updated version of the hit format.
With the help of host Bob Harper and trainers Erica Lugo and Steve Cook, the
contestants will face a series of tough challenges—physical, mental and
emotional—which will change the way they eat, think and move. Who will have
the will-power to win the money AND win back their life? (“The Biggest Loser”)
The commercial push for wellness via luxury brands and products is a far cry from Halbert
Dunn’s advice to learn from the old, to “ask the best qualified of them [elders] to serve as
advisers to the ‘sick’ family and as special custodians of the culture of the group” (791).
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Before wellness was a widespread commercial venture, wellness programs started
popping up on college campuses nation-wide. UCAL Berkeley had one of the first wellness
initiatives, in the form of the Wellness Letter, a regular newsletter the university has produced for
the past 35 years, which provides “research-backed, money-saving tips you can use today—at
home, during your walk, at your fitness class, or in the grocery store” (UC Berkeley School of
Public Health). Plagued by rising numbers of undergraduates with mental illness, anxiety, eating
disorders, and the like, universities started offering more resources to improve student health
through wellness initiatives. My participant, Gwen, is the faculty director of her university’s
Women’s Resource Center. We spoke about her university’s wellness initiative, including
funding for an expensive wellness center, and she expressed dismay at the overall project.
Gwen’s concern was that the wellness initiative was too nebulous in its aims and that it would
take money and resources (namely, space) away from health services and counseling, which she
said were “stretched beyond capacity” (Interview 1). Gwen said that things were slow to get off
the ground but that they had so far set up resources for nutrition, sleeping, and financial health.
Gwen seemed to have a hard time say exactly why her reaction to these changes was negative,
but finally said that the changes seem “surface level.” She continued to critique the people
organizing the wellness initiative, saying, “there’s just no real understanding of how a lot of
these things [knowledge about nutrition, fitness, finances, self-care measures, etc.] intersect. I’ve
grown increasingly kind of agitated and almost worried about it because I’m just (…) waiting for
the day where comments start being made (…) about my size. Do you know what I mean? I just
feel like that’s where we’re ramping up” (Interview 1). Clarifying further, Gwen seems to
begrudge some of the empty rhetoric of wellness pushers, when the issues they’re trying to
advise on are not separate and compartmentalized, but are highly entwined cultural, economic,
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social, and religious issues. When I researched Gwen’s university’s wellness initiative, I saw that
they made a mandatory online course on drug and alcohol use for their first-year students and
have other modules on stress, sexual health, and the like available to peruse.
Grounded in Gwen’s concerns is the worry that her campus’s wellness center would elide
over important intersectionalities among students. This is a concern that can be projected to the
entire movement. Again, the base principles of wellness are humanistic and lofty, but can gloss
over the systemic oppressions in our society that make so many of us “unwell.” So, a focus on
balanced nutrition is helpful for those who can afford and choose to eat a balanced diet, but that
is not possible for, nor is it the wish of, everyone. Does that make them less happy, human, and
whole? Chasing wellness à la Goop, WW, and many other products (designer vitamins, bespoke
elixirs, amethyst face stones) takes money, time, and resources that many people don’t have.
Thus the disciplining gaze morphs and changes in new ways: a trendy clothing brand only
offering to a size 22 yet claiming to love all bodies, expensive weight-loss programs with add-on
options like DNA testing to (supposedly) help advise what kind of weight-loss approach is best,
and wellness brands that become status symbols, like Peloton (stationary bicycles), Hydroflasks
(water containers), Herbalife (juicing diet), and Lululemon (athletic wear, especially leggings).
These trends are expensive, which makes them exclusive and exclusionary.
“Benevolent” Disciplinary Measures
The Health at Every Size (HAES) movement, while political in its motives to increase
awareness for people of all different sizes and abilities, has also had an undeniable market
following. As a reminder, the principles of HAES are Respect, Critical Awareness, and
Compassionate Self-Care. Their mission states that HAES is a “new peace movement” that
“supports people of all sizes in addressing health directly by adopting healthy behaviors”
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(Bacon). This mission aligns well with the general wellness movement, in that they both attempt
to focus on more than pathological disease and illness, by steering care towards the whole
person. HAES is a reaction against the aggressive and almost militant policing of fat people’s
bodies, the pressure from the medical community to define people’s heath by their BMI, and the
many companies and organizations profiting off of people’s desires to fit in to the standard mold.
However, there is one area in which I believe HAES is using their own kind of disciplining gaze.
In Chapter 1 of this dissertation, I wrote about the HAES movement and some of the
limitations of its conception of health. Imagining them on a spectrum of attitudes towards body
weight and its relationship to health, with extreme fat acceptance and promotion on the far left
and extreme anti-fat attitudes on the far right, HAES would be much of the way towards the left,
as they promote healthful living over weight loss (though, as I spoke of before, their suggestion
to thoughtfully consume food glosses over eating disorders and disordered eating) and an
“everything in moderation” kind of ethos. To the far left of this weight attitude spectrum may be
fat pride activists (such as members of NAAFA, the National Association to Advance Fat
Acceptance, which was founded in 1969) who call for the end of weight and size bias, staunchly
advocate for fat people’s rights, and celebrate all levels of fatness. To the far right, we may see
money-making weight-loss machines such as The Biggest Loser, as more thoroughly discussed
in Chapter 1. Though the format and results of The Biggest Loser are indeed extreme, they
accurately mirror the obsession with and desperation to lose weight in our society. But the show
can’t speak for all fat people. HAES seems to cater mostly to those in the middle of the
spectrum, to those who are not going to extreme lengths to lose weight but who are also not
completely comfortable with their weights. Purveyors of wellness products, based on the
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popularity of the HAES movement, have struck gold catering to people who linger in the realm
of ambivalence about their bodies.
I don’t wish to discredit HAES and the Association for Size Diversity and Health
(ASDAH)—the conglomerate that works to educate on and advance the principles of HAES to
practitioners and people in health fields and other spheres—as their principles clearly stem from
a desire to see fat stigma end. They are absolutely right when they discuss the harm weightrelated bullying does to children (and adults!), the negative effects of weight cycling (aka yo-yo
dieting), and the mental and physical harm done by the diet industry. ASDAH has also
reevaluated its principles over time (HAES was established in 2003 and ASDAH rewrote their
goals in 2013) to reflect changes in science and socio-political movements. But it still stands that
one of the principles is “promoting eating in a manner which balances individual nutritional
needs, hunger, satiety, appetite, and pleasure.” It is the language of “balance” that I believe gets
misappropriated by companies and entities looking to profit off of the trend toward wellness in
this country.
For example, Weight Watchers officially changed their name to WW and rebranded to
focus on wellness. I’ve done Weight Watchers at least four times in my life: in my late
teens/early twenties, mid-twenties, early thirties and last summer. While I always appreciated the
flexibility of their plans, I have always been under the impression that the company’s number
one priority was weight loss. Even with their revamped program, the meetings (now called
workshops, perhaps to get away from language used by AA and other support groups) begin with
weigh ins—women wear their lightest clothing and eschew shoes and boots to reduce their
weight as much as possible. Workshops feature a wellness-centered theme each week (such as
avoiding binge-eating, managing stress, mindfulness, and the like) and the group leader leads a
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conversation of the week’s topic. This usually turns into members trading recipe hacks
(cauliflower rice; dipping salad into salad dressing instead of pouring dressing on the salad),
gaming the current system (40 rice crackers are 4 points, but 39 are 3 points! Use that extra point
for something else!), sharing ways they trick themselves into eating less (drinking a full glass of
water before eating, putting meals on smaller plates) and more. Overwhelmingly, meetings are
about calories in/calories out. Rarely does anyone bring up preexisting or developing eating
disorders, traumas, injuries, or the like. Thus, the focus on wellness is secondary to weight loss.
More problematic is that the focus on weight-loss, especially through a tracking system where
you are celebrated for reaching certain goals, supports the disciplining of bodies and the
narrative that large bodies must become small bodies to gain health and validation. Purveyors of
wellness wares and HAES activists are not categorically enemies of super-fat people. However,
one can see how certain wellness and HAES initiatives may silence and/or exclude the very fat
from participating in their initiatives. Thus, even in widely perceived allyships, the disciplining
gaze can have a foothold.
There are many spokes in the wheel of discipline—these include peer pressure,
reprimands from health professionals, limited means due to discrimination in workplaces,
cramped and injurious built surroundings, a “fat tax,” wherein products for fat people cost more
than their thin counterparts, societal shaming, limited options for clothing, and more. All of these
issues affect fat people, though based on fat people’s other circumstances with privilege, the
extent to which they are affected will vary. Because I have other areas of privilege, including my
race and ethnicity, my sexual orientation, my gender presentation, my education level, and much
more, my fatness is probably the only area in which I am truly subjected to the disciplining gaze.
That said, the cumulative effect that this gaze has on a person can be profound and lead to
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disruptions in self-image, mental health issues, and more. Chapter 5 of this dissertation will talk
more specifically about the complications that can arise from the pressures of the disciplining
gaze.
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CHAPTER 5.
DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO COPING WITH THE DISCIPLINING GAZE.
Difficult Conversations around Weight and Size
I begin this chapter with a Facebook post and its responses from March 3, 2018. What
follows is a post I wrote that came from a place of anger and frustration. I was beginning to read
memoirs written by fat people31 and immersing myself in the material caused feelings to arise in
me that I usually try to suppress. I feel that it is important to foreground my positionality in this
example because, as mentioned in the methods discussion in Chapter 2, I came into this project
with some assumptions. I assumed, first of all, that my participants would have numerous
instances of having faced weight discrimination in their classrooms and universities. To that end,
the questions I asked presupposed my participants’ experiences. After talking to the first couple
of women, who did not have much to say about the ways their bodies are acted upon in the
classroom, I realized I needed to examine my own subject position. I discussed this early
realization with my participants in order to be upfront with them about my own biases and
assumptions. This self-examination was not easy, because it held several painful implications for
me. First, I wasn’t going to be writing the dissertation I originally thought I would. This
realization wasn’t so much painful, as it was stymying—I had little idea what my findings would
be. More painful was understanding that my participants who had, overall, more positive
experiences in the classroom, also felt more confident about themselves. This project, beyond the
findings from the interviews and their implications about academia, has made me realize that I
have engaged in consistent self-hate throughout my life regarding my weight. Coming into this

Roxane Gay’s Hunger, Lindy West’s Shrill, Sonya Renée Taylor’s The Body is Not an Apology, and Francis
Kuffel’s Passing for Thin, notably.
31
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kind of awareness hurts. bell hooks wrote that “teachers must be actively committed to a process
of self-actualization that promotes their own wellbeing if they are to teach in a manner that
empowers students” (15). Self-actualization can be excruciating, but I know it is crucial for the
kind of scholar, teacher, and mother I want to be. I’ve noticed that, alongside the nationwide
racial reckoning many white people are having right now, I am having my own reckoning about
my body. This process is grueling and takes time. The Facebook post I share below is one early
attempt at me becoming an ally for myself. These words were difficult to write, in their
vulnerability, anger, and because I knew what some responses would be:
When I hear my friends say they hate their bodies because they’re “so fat” or a
part of them is “so fat” I wonder how they can respect me with my fat body.
When I hear people make jokes about being fat or people they know who’ve
gained weight, and then they say they love me and I’m beautiful, I have a hard
time believing them. When you talk to me about how much you hate your body,
I’m going to assume you think I’m a monster. It’s not that you’re not allowed to
have your own opinion about YOUR body, but I’m definitely also going to
interpret that as you having an equal amount, if not more, disgust for mine. This is
exhausting to deal with on a daily basis. I’m tired.
I recognize that assuming my fat-biased friends think I’m a “monster” might sound dramatic. At
the same time, fat people are often represented as monstrous in popular culture, so it’s not too far
afield. However, I see that using that word may have stimulated a strong response from some of
my friends who disagreed with me.
I share paraphrases of five responses to this post because they illustrate several major
areas of concern that also came up for my participants in negotiating their fat bodies with the
world. These themes are fat-hatred denial or the “I don’t see size” argument, the tensions around
who gets to talk about their bodies in certain ways and the heavy-lifting fat people are expected
to do to advocate for themselves.
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Friend 1 acknowledged that she judges her own body more negatively than she does other
women’s and that this might be because, as much as body image conversations have advanced in
media, acceptance may be harder to internalize. She also connects her poor self-image to
capitalism in noting that advertising has quite a lot to do with the way we see ourselves. She
doesn’t make any guesses as to why she judges herself more than others and why advertisements
don’t seem to influence her external biases. Friend 2 expressed anger and universality in
claiming that all women hate our own bodies and blamed undefined external sources on that
hatred. When I suggested that we participate in that hatred by saying things like, “I hate my
body,” she told me she loved me and that I was beautiful. Friend 3 agreed with Friend 1 that
women seem to be more internally critical than they are of others but also acknowledged the
power we put into using fat as a marker of ugliness or failure. She also assumed that her friends
were operating similarly, in that they were much more accepting of others than of themselves.
Friend 4 denied any awareness or judgment of other people’s bodies, stating that she only cares
about what she does for her body and that she is in control of her choices. Finally, Friend 5
posited that some people simply say things for attention and sympathy, without thinking about
their audience and how they may make others feel. She asked me if it I could address these
instances outright when they happen by expressing my discomfort.
First, I noticed that there is a theme of denying the fatness of others. Several friends
stated that fatness is not something they “judge” (Friend 1), “hate” (Friend 3) or care about
(Friend 4). They also deflected my feelings about the topic by flattering me, such as when Friend
2 said I was beautiful, or by telling me this type of behavior is to be expected (Friend 5). The
comment about my beauty struck me because I felt that my friend, while rightly calling out the
forces that inspire women to knock themselves and each other down over aesthetics, also made
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herself a passive participant in this culture of hatred. Her telling me she loved me and that I was
beautiful had nothing to do with the sentiment of my original post; the word “beautiful” was
even the exact language I took issue within my original post. Her response served to make me
feel like she was offering a common platitude to fat women: “you have such a pretty face.” It
also effectively shut down our dialogue. This is another issue people who want to talk about any
emotionally- or politically-charged topic may face—being silenced by well-meaning friends and
colleagues who refuse to deeply engage in an issue that is difficult to talk about. Yet, negating
my opinion on this deeply felt lived experience made me feel like my concerns were simply
shrugged off and not worthy of critical thought.
Friend 1’s post asserts that women are much more critical of themselves than they are of
each other. This friend also references several other areas of complication that I’ve discussed in
this dissertation, namely consumerism (such as the media’s role in perpetuating body standards
in Chapter 2) and the male gaze (as discussed in Chapter 4). This response is nuanced in the way
that it encompasses a meta awareness of the “changing” ways women’s bodies are being talked
about while, at the same time, dividing the poster from her fat friends by denying that what she
sees in herself is something she sees in others. Friends who denied judging other people’s fatness
said that fatness is a trait they judge in themselves. While it is true that some aesthetic
characteristic I dislike about myself, such as my thin hair, is nothing I would spend time thinking
about in another person, I think that fatness is different. Fat hatred is so deeply enmeshed in
every facet of our society and I believe that denying its visual existence does little to advance
acceptance for fat people. Further, I question if denying one’s visual appearance is possible at all.
In addition to the denial that one’s self-hatred could be transposed onto other fat bodies,
comes the interesting assertion from Friend 3, who said she assumed that because she doesn’t
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notice her friends’ bodies, they probably don’t notice hers, either. I’m not so sure this is a good
thing, if it is true. This kind of erasure is based in the idea that humans are all equal and it
reminds me quite a bit of the claim that people don’t see race. It’s much easier to say, “I don’t
even NOTICE your size,” than it is to acknowledge the reality of a large body and/or reflect on
one’s own fat hatred. There have been many times I wish my friends had thought about my body
and its strengths and limitations when it came to things like picking physical activities, choosing
seating at restaurants, and tearing their own bodies apart in front of a mirror. I posit that the only
friends who may not notice another’s body are virtual friends. Close friends talk with one
another, they look at each other’s bodies, they travel together, they swim together, they walk
together, they hug each other. Denying the existence of the body is also erasing that body’s
concerns. This sentiment, while likely trying to diffuse my negative feelings, served to make me
feel that my perception of my lived experience was wrong. What does it say about me if none of
my friends who speak badly about their bodies notice my fatness? Does that mean I am
invisible?
The second theme that came up in this Facebook post that also aligns with my
participants’ experiences, is the discussion around who gets to identify as fat and what it means
to claim fatness. Although it is hard to define what it means to be fat or who gets to call
themselves fat, I must argue that fat must be more than a feeling. For one to say, “I feel fat” is to
admit that fatness isn’t a physical reality for that person. It’s a feeling (of lack, ugliness,
discomfort, etc.) that can go away when whatever psychological need gets filled (through praise,
attention, etc.). But being fat, truly being fat, is to walk through the world measuring all furniture
with your eyes, of precise mini calculations, of ultra-self-awareness. It is to shapeshift, to feel
eyes on you all the time, to not see yourself represented in most areas of popular culture, and if
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you are, it’s likely as the butt of someone’s joke. To claim fatness, then, claims all of those
things. Claiming identity has become more common since the emergence of the Civil Rights and
Women’s Liberation movements in the 1960s and currently seems to be having a critical
moment, in which more people are demanding equity and justice across all spheres of society. In
this very moment, the Black Lives Matter movement calls for accountability and justice for the
abuse of Black bodies. One of the major ways fat activism differs from other equal rights and
justice movements, is that it is not taboo to claim fatness even when there is no discernable
medical or cultural threshold of fatness being met. As discussed, the subjective nature of fat
creates a murky area when it comes to who can “rightly” identify as fat. Minority and ethnic
groups, veterans, disabled people, LGBTQ people, and more have all faced, and still face,
society-wide discrimination but there seems to be a general understanding that to falsely claim
one of these identities is taboo. Someone falsely claiming to be a veteran would offend many
people. Faking a disability is abhorrent. Misleading people about race, such as in the infamous
case of Rachel Dolezal,32 is asking for public shunning. It stands to reason that claiming to be fat
would be, if not as problematic as the above examples, at least somewhat problematic. Yet, there
is no social outrage when someone claims to be fat, even when it’s clear that they do not fit the
medical or social parameters of fat.
The third theme in these responses is the idea that the burden of these feelings is on the
fat person. Friend 4, who is dedicated to physical fitness, took a more direct tone that, while
affirming that her decisions are the only ones important to her, was also an erasure of my

32

Dolezal infamously claimed she was Black despite having two white parents. She made physical changes to her
appearance, such as darkening her skin and tightly perming her hair, and she lied about her race on multiple official
occasions. The backlash against her fraud, uncovered in 2015, was swift and severe and her reputation was damaged
beyond repair.
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perspective. As well, the end of her response about making her own choices in life reinforces the
ableist, individualist, no-mercy attitude that permeates conversations around weight loss. The
concept of personal responsibility and its neoliberal platform is frequently directed toward
people who experience economic and/or social disadvantages. This attitude is, unfortunately, a
frequent reaction against marginalized groups who advocate for better treatment. For fat people,
this is (barely) coded language that getting fat is avoidable and losing fat is a matter of personal
choice. This friend’s response seemingly aligns with the personal responsibility argument for
weight loss.
Finally, Friend 5, while lamenting that body shaming is a reality, resigned herself to the
idea and suggested I speak up to people who make me feel uncomfortable with their comments
or actions. Perhaps forgetting that this was the point of the post in the first place, this friend also
elides over the fact that it can be very emotionally upsetting to do the work of calling people out
on their discriminatory behavior. She also partook in denial, as she messaged me privately later
that day. She was incredulous that there was a need for me to point out fat shaming in the first
place. She figured people close to me would “know better,” so I reminded her that them not
knowing better was the reason I posted in the first place. She still seemed surprised that these
anti-fat sentiments were so prevalent in my life, so I recounted the incidents of anti-fat bias I had
encountered just that week. They included a student writing about subsidized corn crops and that
the worst thing to come out of them was the obesity epidemic; another student writing about
smart home technology and that one of the arguments against the technology is the concern that
it will make people fat; my sister-in-law saying she needed to stop posting about food on
Facebook because she was starting to get advertisements for plus size clothing; one of my
friends, who at the time was trying to conceive, told me that one of her great fears around
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pregnancy was what it would do to her body because she would get “fat.” In the end, I did the
work of recounting my own experiences with fat-shaming with this friend to prove to her that,
yes, in fact, fat-shaming happens even among close friends and family.
This online exchange, while personal in nature, also speaks to larger issues encountered
by fat people every day: an unwillingness to engage in meaningful conversation about size,
defensive reactions to calling out fat shaming, and the continued pressure on fat people to shrug
off rude comments and to not be so paranoid about other people’s criticisms. A deeper
examination of how the word fat is defined and used by multiple entities (the fashion industry,
Hollywood, the airline industry, and the medical industry) will not lead to a streamlined
definition of who is fat and who is not, but will help elucidate why the way we use the word
matters. To that end, the rest of this chapter focuses on language and the way the disciplining and
male gazes, via the structure of academia, affect my participants in both their personal and
professional lives.
What’s in a Word?
As we’ve seen, fat is difficult to talk about. Because fatness has such blurry, subjective
boundaries, people of all shapes and sizes refer to themselves and others as fat, without a clear
definition or threshold for what it means to be fat. This makes writing and talking about fatness
difficult. A term that has become more prominent and laden with meaning over the years, fat is a
word that is both powerful and frequently used in any kind of conversation. This commonplace
usage of a word that is largely pejorative is problematic for many, as it is a term used to regularly
demean people, and it conjures assumptions about ability, intelligence, self-care, economic
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status, sexuality, and more. Although fat activists33 have reclaimed the word to be a neutral
descriptor of physical reality (stripped of the previous assumptions), it should be no surprise that
many people would still take offense to being called fat. A term so complexly used is even more
difficult to define, but a useful way to think about fatness is as a spectrum. The markers on this
spectrum have internal and external values which give meaning to fat. For example, medical
professionals, weight-loss programs, nutritionists, and trainers measure fatness with BMI (Body
Mass Index), which is a calculation using a person’s weight and height. The fashion industry
measures fatness and thinness with clothing sizes. Many retailers still refuse to make clothing
larger than a US size 16 or XL. Some brands use “vanity sizing,” or the process of using smaller
size numbers for what would be the equivalent of a larger size in a different brand, thus
appealing to people’s vanity. Vanity sizing and general industry irregularities make clothing size
an unreliable marker of fatness or thinness (recall the example of Marilyn Monroe discussed
previously34), but they do give someone an inkling of where they fall on the spectrum. Certain
industries and makers of size-dependent products, such as car manufacturers, airplane seat
makers, furniture makers, etc., determine how large their products will be and how much weight
they will be able to withstand. Airplane seats have decreased in width and pitch over the past two
decades (seat width has decreased from a minimum of 19” to a more common 17” today and
pitch [the measurement from the front of a seatback to the back of the seat in the next row] has
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One early reclamation of the word fat comes in an edited collection of essays from the Fat Underground
Movement in the 1970s. An activist named Thunder wrote about “coming out” as both a lesbian and as fat (as
discussed in Saguy 39). More recently, droves of Instagram influencers, authors, and models (Ashleigh Shackelford,
Roxane Gay, and Tess Holiday are notable examples for each respective category) have spoken about their decision
to use the word fat when referring to themselves.
34

A popular rallying cry around body positivity is that Monroe, arguably the greatest sex symbol of the 20 th century,
was “plus size,” when, in fact, her measurements equaled a much smaller size in today’s sizing versus sizing in the
50s.
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decreased from a minimum of 31 or 32” to as low as 28”) to allow for more passengers on a
plane, and it’s likely that people of a wide range of weights and heights find air travel very
uncomfortable35 (McGee). Thus, the points on the spectrum for industry standards of fatness and
thinness are likely based on profit margins while they may ignore changing body stature
standards. Cultural and racial standards may have different points of fatness and thinness on a
size spectrum, but because American beauty standards are modeled after a white, European ideal,
other cultural standards of beauty don’t always gain traction in American society. These extrinsic
forces (medical community, fashion sizing, and manufacturing standards) come up against
intrinsic feelings and beliefs (socio-cultural-sexual standards, personal preference, and learned
values) in uncountable ways. They intersect with and complicate each other, and any are subject
to change at any time. Medical guidelines about obesity and healthy BMI have changed over the
years,36 and so have clothing options available to plus size women. Because so much of how
someone defines fat is based on internal, subjective impressions and patterns, it is very difficult
to be able to say that someone is definitely fat or definitely not fat, unless you are looking at
extreme examples.
One complication of the lack of a solid definition of fatness is that it’s used freely in
ways that might be problematic for some. This dissertation absolutely does not intend to
delineate who gets to use the word, but it is worth taking a closer look at how entangled in
personal and cultural myths people can be. One important sentiment highlighted in the Facebook
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Although weight and height have increased worldwide, airplane seat size has decreased, and airlines have
implemented a policy which makes customers taking up too much space have to pay for an extra seat.
In 1998, the US threshold for “overweight” BMI was lowered in order to match the WHO guidelines, which made
“25 million Americans who weren’t fat before” fat, overnight (“Who’s Fat?”).
36
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responses above is the fact that most of the women in my study, and myself, all professed to
having a critical voice about their own bodies. This self-critical voice, whether it’s directed at
others or not, is harmful and can be very hard to silence. The invasive nature of the disciplining
gaze, as well as the male gaze, nourishes the self-critical voice and has several other effects, as
discussed by my participants. The male gaze, coined by film critic Laura Mulvey, in 1975, is a
treatment of Sartre’s concept of the gaze. Although Mulvey’s male gaze is based on the limited
definition of biological sex and is heavily grounded in Freudian psychoanalytic theory, her
argument is a useful direct challenge to the patriarchal treatment of women, vis-à-vis the cinema.
She discusses Freud’s term scopophilia, which is deriving pleasure from “taking other people as
objects [and] subjecting them to a controlling and curious gaze” (60). Though today, we may not
accept the Freudian phallocentric definition of women as symbols of castration and thus threats
to men, the idea of women being pleasurable to look at within a patriarchal system is useful to
discuss the way my participants talked about their bodies.
The male gaze and the disciplining gaze have wide ranging effects. Altering behavior,
appearance, and activities are a few ways people may react to these gazes. For example, clothing,
perfume, and makeup advertising is mainly geared towards women with the general goal of
instilling insecurity in them about their skin, age, body shape and size, style of hair, smell, etc.
Many consumers buy into the claims these products make and spend money and time in altering
themselves to meet the desires of the male and disciplining gazes. Fat women may find
themselves avoiding certain types of clothing in order to hide parts of their bodies, adding
restrictive shapewear undergarments to clothing to compress flesh, having breast reductions or
bariatric surgery, using creams and other products to reduce the appearance of cellulite,
subscribing to one of many buzzy health and wellness trends, and more. These modifications are
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attempts to try to please the male gaze (I should note—this doesn’t necessarily mean pleasing
only men, but the standards of beauty which are largely created and enforced by men) and to try
to get under the radar of the disciplining gaze (shapewear is an excellent example of literally
disciplining the body for the eyes of others).
Some of the main findings in my research are the myriad effects these gazes have on my
participants and if/how these women modified their behavior and thinking. In the previous
chapter, I discussed some of the ways the disciplining gaze enters the university in regards to the
built environment of classrooms, notions of professionalism in academia, and examples of
organizations that, despite their claims to appreciate all bodies, may not fully deliver. The
accumulative effect of the disciplining gaze creates or exacerbates self-doubt and imposter
syndrome, even in my participants who claim to have high self-regard. The constant evaluation
of performance, of professionalism and of personhood coming from external forces (colleagues,
students, hiring committees, heads of programs and departments) comingles with internal selfdoubt and past experiences and can affect both the personal and professional lives of fat teachers,
as my participants will show next.
Self as Stranger: Feeling Othered from One’s Own Fat Body
Even though fatness is an overwhelmingly visual marker, there is an urge to distance
oneself from it, to separate the “self” from the carrier. This split between one’s authentic self and
their disappointing body comes up periodically in my interviews. Participants’ relationships with
their bodies were not and have never been fixed, unmovable lines. In fact, they flex and change
over time and life’s circumstances: childbirth, injury and illness, coping strategies, levels of
ability, and more. The split between self and body was clearly made in conversations with
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several participants. This split, juxtaposed with my participants’ other areas of confidence and
expertise, results in a tension that should be explored.
Myriad factors affect the way we talk to and about ourselves. Susan Bordo, in her
landmark treatment on society’s ever-reaching drive toward thinness, Unbearable Weight, argues
that eating disorders are not caused by psychological defects in the people who have them.
Published in 1993, the idea that eating disorders weren’t caused by faulty wiring in the brain was
novel. Today, we more readily understand that culture shapes much of what women and men
expect from themselves and each other when it comes to bodily aesthetics. Bordo cites a 1984
study of 33,000 women which showed that 75% of them considered themselves fat though they
fit nicely into “standard” weight measurements (56). Gwen, in a brief but meaningful remark,
told me that when she entered high school, she “decided” she was fat again, although she had a
standard BMI. This speaks to the almost impossible subjectivity that the term fat carries with it,
as well as the complicated way it is wielded by its user. Bordo argues that the tendency to
misjudge how fat one is (called BIDS for Body Image Distortion Syndrome [called Body
Dysmorphia, today]) is “paradigmatic rather than exceptional” (57). It is not a defect in the brain
that causes (mostly) women to mis-assess their bodies; it is them superbly interpreting our
culture’s obsession with thinness and makes them “the bearer[s] of very distressing tidings about
our culture” (60). But on the opposite end of the spectrum, we have the unquestionably fat body.
Pathologized as an out of control reaction to trauma and abuse, or a lack of self-control, or a
symbol of American greed and excess, the very fat body is not treated as much of the result of
mental illness or societal pressure as are anorexic bodies. If the anorexic body is a sign of culture
having gone too far in its desperate attempt for “perfection,” then the fat body exists to spite the
physical ideal, and thus fatness is due to the fat person’s defects of character, chemistry, and
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genetic code. The intrinsic judgments women make about their bodies can lead to a dissociative
feeling and, as Gwen experienced, an otherness from themselves. Interestingly, Gwen and I also
talked about a kind of body dysmorphia that we sometimes share—a gap between how we think
about our bodies and how we actually appear, but instead of us imagining ourselves fatter than
we are, we imagine the opposite. Gwen talked about how she gained weight in graduate school
as her mental health declined. Some years later, she still feels that she is “learning how to
navigate” her larger body. She continues, “I almost don’t feel as [large as I am]—it’s like the
opposite of having usually felt a lot bigger than I was, but now I feel smaller than I am. Seeing a
photo of myself or something [and realizing that I’m larger than I thought],…is being like, ‘Oh,
okay.’” Her depiction of the surprise of seeing her size in a picture highlights the conflict
between what she imagines herself to look like and what she actually looks like. Having
experienced this myself, I responded, “Like ordering something online and [after you get it and
see how big it is] you’re like, ‘That’s kind of fat.’” She agreed: “You’re like, ‘Oh, good. I got my
one arm in the— [mimicking yanking something too small over her body].’ Yes (Gwen 1). Our
back and forth is broken up by finishing the other’s sentences (which happened frequently with
several participants) because we both understood the strange ways our minds conceive of our
bodies. We share that experience.
Samantha Murray, a researcher of obesity and public health at the University of
Hertfordshire in the UK, writes about the strange split between the body and the concept of self.
She writes about contestants’ reasons for losing weight on The Biggest Loser: “It is as though
these women understand their selves as completely separate entities from their bodies. These
women appear to interpret their ‘fatness’ as so offensive both to their selves and to others, that
they disavow their bodies…and deny their ‘fat’ flesh as having anything to do with their sense of
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self” (Italics in original 92). Murray continues to say that the women on The Biggest Loser
indicated that they would feel “more connected to their selves” if they just lost weight (italics
original, 93). One early emerging theme from my many hours of conversations with participants
was the way they talked about themselves, and their concepts of “self” in relation to their bodies.
On one hand, my participants were confident, accomplished women, who spoke about
their achievements with enthusiasm and self-awareness. These achievements alone prove
stereotypes about fat people to be false, such as their levels of education. Four of the six hold
terminal degrees in their field, and five of the six are in tenure-track positions. They are also
deeply involved in their schools/programs as well as committed to their students. Renée, Nikki,
Amanda, and Gwen have all been instrumental in developing courses and programming in their
departments. A couple women have close working relationships with their presidents and deans
and consider themselves to be influential in their positions. They are also dedicated to their
students. Most women talked explicitly about the mentorship role they have with students (such
as Joy traveling with students to England every year and talking about mental health in and out
of class) or implicitly (like Nikki and Gwen telling me stories about students they met with
outside of class time for coffee). Darla has participated in multiple disability workshops and
trainings and is a strong advocate for both students and colleagues with disabilities in her
program and department. These facts contradict the stereotype that fat people are lazy.
My participants are also high achievers in other areas outside of academia. Many women
spoke of athletic feats, artistic endeavors, and more. Of the seven total women I interviewed,
three of them had extensive athletic histories. Renée completed “six half-marathons (…) one full
marathon and five sprint triathlons and a whole bunch of 5Ks” (Renée 1). Memorabilia from her
multiple athletic feats hung on the wall behind her as we interviewed, her physical achievements
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displayed as proudly as her many academic achievements. At her most athletic, when she was
training for triathlons, she weighed 210 pounds, her lowest recorded weight as an adult. Amanda
participated in marching band as well as ran track in high school. She also was a shot putter “for
a number of years” (Amanda 1). Gwen loved spinning class and weightlifting. Like their
educational pursuits, the athleticism of my participants is a direct challenge to stereotypes about
fat people being lazy and inactive.
Despite these accomplishments, most of the women I spoke to also had deeply conflicting
views of themselves at times during our conversations. They used language that seemed to
denote a kind of disassociation from their bodies. At times they were proudly relaying their
above achievements and at other times they were talking about their bodies as foreign and as
holding them back from being “themselves.” This feeling of ambivalence is a meaningful finding
of this dissertation. It doesn’t reflect the two common tropes of fat women that I discussed in
Chapter 1 (the self-loathing fat woman who hides, tries not to take up space, and consistently yoyo diets or the confident fat woman who wears what she wants, refuses to apologize for her
space, and is actively anti-diet). Instead, my participants embody multiple perspective of
themselves: at once confident about their intelligence while also criticizing their bodies; at once
clearly experts in their areas while also feeling estranged from their bodies. This tension is, of
course, something all people can have when thinking about themselves. However, it seems that
for fat people, some of the dissociation from the body is a direct result of the disciplining and
male gazes. They also, at times, have a meta-awareness of the discrepancy between how their
body is viewed and what it can do. Gwen illustrates this when she talks about a campus visit. We
were talking about the frustrations she had on campus visits, such as not having time to eat lunch
and going all day on an empty stomach, to being self-conscious about what she did order when
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she got a chance to eat, to the accessibility of people’s cars and different campuses. When talking
about navigating a particularly hilly campus, she wondered if her hosts would doubt that she
could walk around. She had a hard time articulating this exactly, but I understood her meaning—
she wanted her campus hosts to be mindful of her size but to also not assume that she couldn’t do
certain things. She said:
But the other thing that I kept kind of having in the back of my head too was like,
"Is there going to be—” not spoken but this level of surprise that I could walk
around. Do you know what I mean? I felt like most of that weird thing too, where
it's like, "Wow. That fat person can—fill in the blank." And it's like, "Yeah. We
can do stuff." I don't know. It was weird. I don't know how to describe it. Because
it's both not considering how our bodies work, but then also like being shocked at
when they do work as—I don't know. (Gwen 2)
Clearly, Gwen is conflicted by her feelings of competing desires, her desire to be viewed as
competent and as able-bodied as any other job candidate, in addition to her wish that standard
physical needs, such as eating a meal, be taken into consideration. These desires may seem
contradictory, but I think they make a call for what many people with marginalized bodies want:
to be considered wholly, not just by their physical attributes, but to be considered. Thus, as a
whole person, Gwen is right to desire that her host committee would not assume weakness in her
but would also be flexible and generous regarding accommodations.
Joy might have been the hardest on herself, as far as the way she talked about her feelings
of estrangement from her body. She is also a bit of an outlier from the rest of my participants.
She was the only one who had been thin until adulthood and she was probably37 the smallest
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I did not ask my participants for their weights and/or clothing sizes, although these numbers were given
occasionally throughout interviewing. Additionally, I conducted all my interview on video, so my assertion about
Joy’s size is my best educated guess.
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woman I interviewed. She did not feel comfortable identifying as fat, as evidenced in the
following exchange:
D: And do you describe yourself as fat?
J: …myself?
D: If you were to describe yourself?
J: I don’t say it. You know what I mean? I’m aware of it. It’s not like I pretend not to be.
I mean I know what I look like. I think there’s just a part of me that feels like I’m still
that skinny girl, and if I could just get to look like that again then I’ll feel like that again.
[…] I have to be grateful for [having experience in a larger body] in a way because when
I was skinny, I had no idea what people went through and [I thought] “Oh, it must be
easy to be skinny because I’m skinny and why don’t people just do this?” […] So, in a
way, I’m grateful I’ve experienced it so that I’m not shallow. Because I think there’s that
potential to be shallow because society makes you think, “Well, you know, you’re either
disciplined or you’re not.” But I have most of my life together; I’m not very good at
budgeting and I’m still paying off some things, and my weight. Those are the two things,
I’m like, if I could get those two things under control then I could feel like I have it
together. (Interviews 1 and 2)
Joy’s distance from the term fat speaks to several things worth mentioning. First, she
attributes some element of shamefulness with the term fat and thus does not want to tie herself to
that stigma. Second, she does this knowingly because, as she says above, she “knows” what she
looks like. Third, she echoes (but does not reinforce) the societal belief that weight is completely
under one’s control. However, she undercuts herself when she implies that her getting her weight
“under control” is possible, thus a matter of self-control. Fourth, she claims that if she could get
her finances and weight “under control” she would “have it together,” which shows that she at
least unconsciously believes that she cannot be a fully actualized person until she loses weight.
Despite Joy’s achievements, her weight appears to be keeping her from feeling satisfied about
her life. We didn’t discuss if being overweight and being happy are mutually exclusive, but her
words echo the traditional conversations about size and beauty in this country.
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Likewise, Renée told me that she sometimes thinks to herself, “Oh, if you could just go
running again you could actually lose weight, and you could be where you were supposed to be”
(Interview 2). The impression here is that her body is an imposter, that it is not what it is
“supposed” to be, thus is aberrant and wrong. This is also apparent in Gwen’s following
observations. Gwen reflected on her weight gain and that it “totally screwed her body up”
(Interview 1). Not only that, it messed with her conception of self: “So I feel like in some ways,
I’m still learning how to navigate being in my body because it still feels like it’s not mine to
some extent” (Interview 1). This language of self-as-stranger is reflected in the language of my
participants as well as in the inference of the responses to my Facebook post. When several
friends commented that they don’t see in others what they dislike about themselves, they were
essentially saying that their bodies were strange to them. This strangeness, this othering of the
self, must cause psychological distress. Joy, Renée, and Gwen all felt that their bodies were
foreign to them as they changed from adolescence into adulthood. Their language makes clear
that in gaining weight they feel (at least somewhat) alienated from their sense of self. Further,
Renée commented that if she did lose a significant amount of weight, that her body would still be
foreign to her. She says: “[T]he BMI chart says I should weigh 170 pounds. I can’t even imagine
what I would look like at that. I don’t think I would look like myself” (Interview 2). These
women have excelled in multiples areas of their lives, yet their internalized messages of failure
and fat-hatred speak to the insidiousness of the male and disciplining gazes. While Joy, Renée,
and Gwen seemed to feel some estrangement to their bodies, my other participants spoke about
their bodies differently.
When I asked Amanda how she talks about herself, she said, “I often hear the narrative of
the fat kid as, ‘my fatness kept me from doing everything I wanted to do.’ My narrative is, if
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people had an issue with my body, I’d pretty much tell them to fuck off” (Interview 1). She
continues: “I […] know that my body is powerful, and my body is strong, and my body can do
things. I’ve done a 35-mile bike ride through New York City. I’ve done 16-mile round trip hikes
in San Miguel Island. I know my body can do these things” (Interview 2). Amanda, like Joy,
recognizes that she does not “pass as a thin person.” She says, “the only time I passed as a thin
person is on my CV” (Interview 3). She continues, “And once you see me in person, I am no
longer a thin person. And there is nothing on earth that can keep you from discriminating against
me because of my body size. Unless I decided to disclose it as a disabled body” (Interview 3).
Fat as Armor, Fat as Cloak: Two Ways to Use Fatness
As this chapter discusses the ways in which my participants handle the pressures of the
disciplining gaze, it is important to note that no participant was wholly negative nor wholly
positive about their self-image. Participants expressed a wide range of comfort with their bodies.
They spoke about their bodies in ways that conjured images of fatness as a way of concealment,
as a cloak as well as fatness as protection, or as armor. Amanda and Nikki were the only two
participants who specifically vocalized that through finding feminism and gaining perspective as
they aged, they were able to care significantly less about what others think of them. Amanda
says, “I woke up on my 36th birthday and I stopped giving fucks. And, literally, any fuck that I
had left when I turned 40 just disappeared. It just flew away. I am going to embroider that like,
‘this is the field in which my fucks do not grow’” (Interview 2). Amanda credits her past
involvement in NOLOSE (the National Organization for Lesbians of Size) and her meeting
Heather McAllister, who Amanda describes as a “radical queer femme” at a time when she was
“developing [her] own critical self” (Interview 2) as crucial to her confidence. Amanda directly
connects this early confidence with how she has grown into her professional persona:
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I have never in my life been like, “Let me try to make myself tiny and small in the
classroom,” I’m a New York City Italian girl…there’s no way for me to be small.
And I know that in my performance as a teacher, I know that I’m going to
perform taking up space. And I don’t let that kind of stop what I do. I still sit on
the table. I look at it very carefully before I sit on it because some of ours have
collapsible legs. (Interview 2)
In this way, Amanda uses her size as a kind of armor: as part of her “performance” and as a
mirror of her psychological refusal to make herself small.
Nikki also talked about feminism as a way into confidence and body acceptance. Around
age 30, Nikki left her corporate career and found feminism shortly thereafter. She says this
allowed her to worry less about her size. She calls this time of her life the “perfect storm” in
which she became “a little more vocal, just like with queer identity, [the idea that] everybody
should be queer, feminist identity is the same way. I was just so militant in those first few years,
that I know I scared a lot of men away, which I was perfectly fine with” (Interview 1). Nikki
seems to wear her identities of queerness, fatness, and being a feminist as armor against external
forces of fat shaming and misogyny.
Amanda talked about her queer identity and its intersection with fatness. Amanda credits
finding feminism and being queer to her overall body confidence. She says,
I find that when you're queer, you're already dealing with difference. And there
are so many various ways to be queer that body size is just another way of
queerness. Right? And you're not under the same kind of constant pressure
because you've already moved yourself outside of the realm of heteronormativity. When you're queer, you've already said, “I'm rejecting this part of
society.” So when you've rejected that part of society, when that part of society is
deeply based on coupling, and deeply focused on being part of a couple, and
deeply focused on women's beauty as part of what makes them desirable, you've
kind of already taken a step back from that. Right? (Interview 2)
I asked her if she thinks being queer has any effect of how she views her fatness. She told me,
I think so. Because, again, I think being fat and queer, you've already rejected the
dominant experience in America. You've already said, “I am not heterosexual. I
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am not out to find a man. I am not here for constant conversations about
attractiveness and beauty and stuff like that.” And that doesn't mean that you
entirely are rejecting that, right? I mean look, I have gelled nails. I get pedicures. I
get eyelash extensions. But I do a lot of these things not because society tells me
to but because in my identity as a femme, those are important things for me to
have. And my body isn't for consumption of the dominant culture. So, I honestly
don't care how much the dominant culture sees or doesn't see my body. (Interview
2)
Amanda, although participating in stereotypical feminine activities, such as getting her
nails done, is able to eschew a central part of the male gaze: becoming sexually attractive for
men’s pleasure. Her identity as a femme is important within her community, but that community
already rests outside of the watchful male gaze.38 It is important to note that, although Amanda
doesn’t necessarily feel pressure to conform to gender expectations, there isn’t necessarily
widespread fat acceptance in the queer community. Allison Taylor, a graduate student at York
University in Toronto, Canada, and fat/queer studies scholar, writes specifically about the fat,
queer femme’s39 experience in her article, “’Flabulously’ Femme: Queer Fat Femme Women’s
Identities and Experiences.” Taylor posits that people who identify as femme can claim
femininity without mainstream society’s limitations and expectations. However, she notes that
femme identity doesn’t necessarily translate into fat acceptance. She says, “As a result of
existing within the dominant culture, femme communities may internalize and perpetuate
oppressions, specifically fatphobia in this example, through representation, practice, and other
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It could also be argued that there is a specifically male gaze pointed toward queer folks, particularly lesbians, as
A. a particular sexual fantasy or fetish for heterosexual men or, B. misplaced anger over being rejected by women
(such as INCELs) but, in Amanda’s thinking, queer women aren’t feeling as much pressure to buy into the
American heteronormative standards of beauty, which most certainly, and probably centrally, dictate weight.
39

Femme was originally the term for feminine lesbians, in oppositional relation to butch lesbians or bisexual
women, but, according to queer theorist Rhea Ashley Hoskin, femme “encapsulates femininity that is dislocated
from, and not necessitating, a female body/identity, as well as femininity that is embodied by those whose
femininity is deemed culturally unsanctioned” (Blair and Hoskin 101).
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means” (466). In fact, being fat and queer can carry multiple points of aberrancy: being fat is
seen as queer in itself because it “can signify as either masculine or feminine” (469). In addition
to fatness being denigrated in heterosexual communities (and Taylor notes, in opposition to
Amanda, that femmes do reside in the dominant culture, not outside of it), it can be undesirable
in queer communities that value heterosexual norms of beauty and thinness (Taylor talks
specifically about gay, cisgender communities being very anti-fat). Thus, while it is tempting to
think that a community that is celebratory of different types of sexual and gender expressions
would be as welcoming of nonnormative body types, that is not necessarily true. So, while
Amanda has found that her identity as a queer femme has perhaps lessened the stigma of also
being fat, this may not be the standard. Clearly, this dissertation does not dive deeply into the
intersection of queerness and fat, but there are scholars doing excellent work on the topic, such
as Allison Taylor (cited above), Bex Vankoot, Karen Blair, and Ashley Hoskin.
Out of the six participants featured in this dissertation, Nikki, Renée, and Amanda
identified as queer. Joy, Gwen, and Darla did not specify their sexual orientation and I did not
specifically ask them (Nikki, Renée, and Amanda mentioned their sexuality as part of the fabric
of the stories they told me about their bodies, feminism, teaching, and more). Although Joy,
Gwen, and Darla never defined their sexual identities, they did speak at length (especially Joy
and Darla) about past and current heterosexual relationships and marriages to men.
In contrast to the way Amanda and Nikki specifically connected their body size to
confidence and a sense of professional gravitas, Renée and Joy described their extra flesh more
as a cloak than as armor. A cloak can conceal and hide—two terms that may seem
counterintuitive when talking about a large body. The idea of fat cloaking the body against
outside harm and attention, at least of the sexual kind, came up with more than one participant.
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Because Renée was sexually assaulted at her lightest weight, while she was training regularly for
marathon running, thinness made her feel more vulnerable to outside abuse. This is not an
isolated phenomenon—there is an extensive history of what is called “barrier weight” in
psychological studies. Some victims of sexual abuse gain weight and this weight may be a
consequence of stress-eating but also has the (supposed) effect of making the victim less sexually
attractive, thus less visible to would-be abusers and attackers. This “adaptive strategy,” or
cloaking (though one could view it as armor, too) may be used so the “survivor [is] not viewed
as a sexual object” (Smith 1526). Further, women who lose their barrier weight might
“experience posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms as they approach the weight they
were when they were sexually abused” (Smith 1526). This mirrors Renée’s experience—she told
me it was difficult for her to tell others (such as her personal trainer) that she connects weight
loss with vulnerability. She continues, “so someone complimenting me on weight loss sometimes
[might make me think], ‘Oh, crap. I need to go back [to a higher weight]’” (Interview 3).
Joy discusses using weight as a way to hide, as well. After she divorced her husband, she
lost weight to a point where she referred to herself as “skinny.” She started dating again but
ended up dating someone like her ex-husband. She told me, “part of me is wondering if there’ve
been parts of my life where I’ve been protecting myself by having gained weight” (Interview 1).
She continues: “Because I wonder, it’s like, ‘Okay if I’m not super attractive’—which I’m not
saying people are fat are not—just me, you know what I mean?” (Interview 1). She leaves the
rest of her assertion unfinished, but from the context of the conversation, it’s apparent that she
wonders if her gaining and keeping weight on was to ward off potentially abusive suitors, like
her ex-husband.
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She later confirms that she considers her weight gain as possible protection from being
hurt romantically: “I don’t feel that way [that having extra weight makes someone undatable]
about other people. But then [when I gain weight I think] I can’t get hurt like that again. So, I’m
wondering if there’s one part of my body doing one thing and fighting against like all the work
I’m doing to try to get back in shape again” (Interview 1). These statements are easily
problematized, when one considers all of the fat women who date, who are married, and who,
unfortunately, are sexually assaulted. Clearly fat isn’t an actual barrier to coupling, sex, or abuse,
but it may psychologically behave that way.
Other participants expressed similar ideas of fat as cloak or armor. Renée told me,
alongside telling me about her athletic achievements, that she grew up very poor and formed an
early identity as the fat, smart child. Coming from a place of food scarcity, Renée would eat to
her fill when she had the chance, because leaner times were always around the corner. Renée
also very much identifies as an “overcomer” and, with all she’s achieved, I can see why she
chooses that label. She connects the identity as a large (Renée’s preferred term) woman with
protection from the outside gaze, again a type of cloaking: “…I felt I was just in this bubble and
as long as the bubble was big enough, then people couldn’t hurt me, they couldn’t take stuff from
me” (Renée Interview 1). Thus fat, as both cloak and armor, again protects and hides its wearer,
from economic, social, and circumstantial factors. Renée told me about the difficulty in
renegotiating her identity as she lost weight in graduate school:
Like I think my identity from childhood was—this sister is the pretty one, I was
the smart one, and she was the cute one. And so, like thinking beyond that and
thinking that I had something to offer that wasn't surface level and that wasn't just
tied to my brain. So, I think that was kind of happening then. It is why I ended up
doing some of those not-so-awesome behaviors in grad school like drinking and
poor decision making to deal with the stress, because it was this negotiation of my
body and my intellectual identity coming together. And like I said what I did in
my PhD program, I did end up working out and stuff and losing the weight, I did
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a lot of counseling through that time because it was taking away that curtain.
(Renée 2)
In a later interview, Renée went back to the concept of fat as a protective curtain.40 We were
discussing teaching presence and the teacher’s performance in the classroom. Renée had always
found her worth in scholarly accomplishments, so teaching was a frightening prospect. She says,
So, I think early on, [my body image] affected my classroom and my presence in
the classroom as a student very frequently because I wanted that curtain around
me, right? And I just wanted my brain to show through. I wanted what was in my
container to be the most important thing because my container didn't fit the
standard [mold]… So does my body affect my classroom? Yes. Does the
classroom affect my body? Yes. Because the reality is until we die, we are in a
space, and that space will act on us, and we will act on that space. (Interview 3)
Here, Renée seems to reinforce the Cartesian split between the mind and the body in realizing
that her body, as she says “container,” may not be appealing to others and that she wants her
“brain to show through” the container/curtain of her body that covers it. She reflects, as well, on
the moments she had to realize that her difficulties with weight loss were more than just physical
considerations. Renée’s conception of fat as protection, unlike Joy’s, centers less (in fact, not at
all) on dating and coupling, but on her identity, forged at a young age, as a fat achiever. It was
disruptive to her to lose weight, because then part of her identity went with it. After her sexual
assault, she again invoked fat as a protection, perhaps in this way using it as a cloak to secure her
identity.
Self-Doubt, Disharmony, and the Abject Body
Thinness is closely linked with professionalism and, as discussed at length in Chapter 4,
that link complicates how larger women are seen and respected within any sphere of
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In fact, she refers to fat as a curtain in all three interviews.
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employment. Additionally, overall health41 can affect one’s experiences at work. The Americans
with Disabilities Act of 1990 provides protections for people because many companies and
spheres of society frequently discriminate against disabled people. As mentioned in the previous
chapter, there are only a handful of cities and one state wherein fat people are protected by law
against fat discrimination. Many of my participants disclosed medical conditions (generally
preexisting of their fatness): Joy has mental illness, fibromyalgia, and thyroid issues, Renée has
diabetes, Darla is functionally deaf and is a cancer survivor, and Amanda has polycystic ovarian
syndrome. Joy confessed that in graduate school she worried about being taken seriously because
of her visual “markers” (i.e. weight) of illness plus her actual illness: “I think sometimes …
because I had the fibromyalgia, if I probably—well, I worried about presenting as lazy, ‘cause I
was bigger and I was sick a lot, and I gained weight because I got sick. I didn't get sick because I
gained weight, but people just assumed that” (Interview 2).
Bias and judgment can be insidious and though fat people may experience quite a bit of
discomfort in their daily lives, fat bias isn’t always spoken. Most adults won’t go up to a fat
person and say, “You’re fat and I don’t think you’re competent,” but microagressions can speak
just as loudly. The question, “Have I been passed over or judged because of my weight?” is a
nagging one, yet. Several participants discussed the difficulty of knowing when they were being
discriminated against or passed over because of their weight, or their weight combined with
other factors. Renée talked about the self-questioning that accompanies missing out on a
professional opportunity:
… I do catch myself sometimes thinking, “Oh. They only got that award because
they're blah, blah, blah.” And oh my God, no. That’s not true. But sometimes it is.

41

This is to distinguish that many fat people are healthy as well as to recognize that many thin people are ill.
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And so, I’m like—people who are featured in like our alumni magazine or who
are featured for the research and the work they’re doing, it’s pretty hard to not
notice that there’s no fat people doing that. The marketing has never asked me
about the research or work I do, or the fact that I work on one of the preeminent
journals in my field, or it could be because I was here for four years and then I
came out as queer at a Christian school. It could be because nobody knows about
my stuff, I don’t put myself forward enough, or it could be because I’m not
visually who they want to put. So the brand new program that [I] started, I worked
on with another faculty member, and when they were doing the promo intro
video, I did most of the design work of the curriculum and the—we worked on it
together. I’m not going to lie. I’m not going to say that didn’t happen. But when
that video ended up being 90% her and 10% me, it was a little frustrating. She is a
well-known entity in the community. She’d been here quite some time, but she
has also a prettier standard, [and is a] prettier person. She wears makeup, she does
her hair, she’s always in business suits and wears hose. And here I am like with
my very queer haircuts, and I don’t wear makeup, and I have glasses, and I don’t
wear earrings, and I don’t fit the standard models of beauty. And so, yeah. That
hurt a little bit. (Interview 2)
This lengthy passage from Renée shows the mental hoops she jumps through as she weighs the
reasons why she might be passed over for certain professional recognition. First, we see that,
even as she contemplates people discriminating against her because of her body, she almost
simultaneously denies it (“And oh my God, no. That’s not true”) and accepts that is certainly is
possible (“But sometimes it is”). Renée, while not wanting to believe that she could be passed
over because of superficial reasons, knows that it happens all the time. She attributes a lack of
conventional beauty and a lack of networking as well as possible undesirable attributes, e.g. her
queerness, her fatness, to this possible exclusion. She has resisted the male gaze in many ways,
by being athletic, by being queer, and by eschewing traditionally feminine aesthetic choices, but
acknowledges that her eschewal of the male gaze might contribute to people not recognizing her
talents.
Renée’s feelings aren’t uncommon for people who feel like they have been passed over
and academia is known to exacerbate feelings of imposter syndrome. Similarly, Joy has
wondered if she’s missed out on professional opportunities or recognition because of her size.
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She seems to blame this on her inability to hide her “lack of confidence,” which she says “bleeds
through” to her work when she’s feeling particularly down on herself (Interview 1). She says,
“sometimes they’ll do random videos of professors talking about their job and stuff. And then
there’s always in the back of the mind things like, ‘I wonder if I didn't get chosen because I'm
fat.’ Because I don’t look good for the video” (Interview 1). She concedes that the opportunity to
be in the videos tends to be on knowing someone involved and that she never explicitly asked to
be featured in one, but she still questions if she had been purposefully passed over.
Amanda, as well, echoes this professional uncertainty. She says, “I do suspect that there
are maybe job opportunities I haven’t gotten at other institutions that have to do with my fatness.
But I’m never sure if they have to do with my fatness or if they have to do with my queerness or
if they have to do with my femaleness, right? I’m never quite sure what the ness is that is
keeping things off” (Interview 2). Gwen wonders about the same thing, if she’s been passed over
because of her size or presentation. But then she questions if she does receive recognition for
something if it is merely to fulfill an unspoken diversity quota:
I wonder if I am taken less seriously because of—just—living, just existing. And
sometimes, it flips the other way too where I think like, ‘Gosh. Am I a pity thing?
Is this a pity thing?’ Or, it's like, ‘Well, if we don't do this for the fat one, that's
going to look bad. It's going to look like we [discriminated against fat people]—?’
Do you know what I mean? (Interview 2).
All of these examples feature feelings of uncertainty and self-doubt at their core. My
participants are left to wonder if their feelings of exclusion are based on their fatness, something
else entirely, or perhaps are based on nothing but their fear. These feelings create disharmony;
questioning if and why they were treated differently because of their weights (or other
stigmatized marker) creates anxiety for my participants. Because many fat people have faced
some sort of blatant discrimination, bullying, or exposure to anti-fat attitudes in the media, it is

125

not unreasonable that my participants fear being passed over because (or partly because) of their
fatness. The persistent questioning of people’s motives is based on precedence of fat phobia and
discrimination yet is something that cannot easily be addressed or solved. Because fatness is so
visual, and so stigmatized, fat people could easily assume that any time they are passed over for
something it is due to their size. However, this cannot always be the case. So, how can this
internal doubt and judgment shape fat people’s interactions with external factors? Like Joy said
above, she fears that people judge her because when she’s feeling badly about herself, her lack of
confidence “bleeds through” to whomever she’s with. There may be no other time in my
participants’ lives where these feelings of doubt and impostor-syndrome were as disruptive and
harmful as when they were in graduate school. The years in graduate school (for five
participants; one is still in a PhD program) were difficult for my participants and, in some cases,
the trauma of their programs lasts to today.
“The weight we carry is not just poundage”:42
Suffering Mental and Physical Health for the Sake of the Profession
All participants in this study suffered health problems during their graduate studies.
While not an expected result or original area of inquiry in this project, it is one of the most
important and pervasive themes of the interviews. Mental health in higher education has been
taken especially seriously over the past decade due to the rising suicide rates amongst
undergraduates. There is well-documented concern for graduate students, as well, as highlighted
in a 2018 Inside Higher Ed article, “Mental Health Crisis for Grad Students.” This piece reported
on a survey of over 2,200 graduate students (mostly PhDs) to which about 40% responded that
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Nikki, interview 3
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they fall into the moderate-to-severe depression range (Flaherty). My participants’ stories
illustrate the need for rethinking the way we “do” graduate school and are especially damning of
academia’s ableist structure. This section will take a closer look at the different mental and
physical challenges participants endured during their graduate studies and will grapple with the
inseparable relationship between the body and the mind. Health during graduate school came up
in conversation with participants when we spoke about their relationships with their bodies.
Many of my participants engaged in unhealthy and even harmful behavior during their graduate
programs as ways of coping with stress of their programs or with other life circumstances.
Disordered eating, binge drinking, and mental health crises marked the graduate school
experiences of these women. Most of my participants went to graduate school at least a decade
ago illustrating that mental health concerns are nothing new.
Joy was married when she returned to graduate school and her husband’s infidelity
resulted in Joy suffering a “severe, severe depression” for which she was hospitalized. After
starting on the anti-depression class drugs MAOIs (monoamine oxidase inhibitors), she gained
weight. Having always been thinner from her childhood to adult years (a major departure from
the rest of my participants), her weight gain was an uncomfortable transformation for her. Even
when she lost weight “to where [she] felt good about it” her thyroid started malfunctioning
(Interview 1). After she started thyroid treatment, she gained the weight back. The pendulum-like
relationship to weight gain and loss is reminiscent of the famous diet term: “yo-yo” dieting. Joy
notes the frustration of this phenomenon: “…I always feel like the planets have to align when my
body feels well enough for me to exercise and…like all these other things” (Interview 1). These
massive bodily changes coincided with her returning to school to work on a graduate degree. She
says she was naïve about the pressures of graduate school. She didn’t anticipate the way that her

127

obligations would bleed into her home life, disrupting her time with her daughter. She reflects,
“Grad school just stops your whole life. Well, I feel like I couldn’t take care of myself at all
during grad school. And I felt like I wasn’t taking care of [my daughter] because I had been
home full time with her up to that point” (Interview 1). In her role as professor, Joy takes the
mental health of her students seriously. She calls the system of graduate school “unhealthy” in
that students don’t take the best care of themselves while some professors didn’t show much
concern for their students’ mental health, perpetuating the cycle of work at the expense of all
else. She recalls one professor saying, “you can sleep when grad school’s over” (Interview 1).
This message is consistently reinforced in academia, through relationships between graduate
students and professors/mentors, to preparation for the job market, to preparing for tenure and
performance reviews. Though not everyone in academia has such flippant disregard for their
graduate students’ mental and physical health, the structure of academia allows for and even
encourages these messages of pressure. My participants talked about the “culture” of graduate
school, the preexisting expectations and pressures that have been in place for generations, which
in turn are only achievable with complete dedication to work over anything else: sleeping, eating,
personal health, raising families, etc. This toxicity continues into the job market and tenure-line
positions, for which my participants also shared stories of major ideological differences with
chairs and supervisors, feelings of judgment and competition from colleagues, and questions of
being passed over for professional opportunities. My participants had a lot to say on this subject.
My interviews with Joy made clear how much she values student mental health. She
speaks to her students, mostly first year composition students and students in her writing about
gaming seminar, about mental health resources on campus and told me that practicing empathy
in teaching is valuable to her. She referenced the specific intensive attention undergraduate
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mental health gets on campuses these days, due to rising levels of anxiety, depression, and
suicide amongst college-aged students. But she notes the lack of attention, at least in her
experience, graduate student mental health gets. She said she feels that “the system’s broken to
begin with” and that graduate students are treated with more of a pull-yourself-up-by-thebootstraps attitude because they are older. Taking the reading load to task, Joy mentioned that
she had one particular professor in graduate school who would assign “everything on the subject
that’s ever been written” (Interview 1). Though hyperbolic, Joy is pointing out the unreasonable
amount of assigned work some professors give in order to appear rigorous. She takes her own
experience into account when she assigns work in her classes, asking herself, “Is it realistic for
them to actually look at all of these things?” (Interview 1).
Gwen turned to alcohol in graduate school. She referred to drinking as her coping
mechanism and she developed disordered eating, as well. Luckily, she had a support network in
graduate school and didn’t have a toxic experience the way Nikki did (as discussed in detail
below). She did, however, acknowledge the development of harmful habits because of the
pressure of graduate studies. Amanda, as well, was surprised that part of her program’s culture
was to drink with her professors. She says she “didn’t know the code” of socializing and
networking in graduate school and describes social drinking as an “expectation” (Interview 1).
She also told me how she had to work full time during graduate school, at a fast food restaurant
and later at a day care, where she was able to get free food. She describes the daycare food as a
“way to be fed” even though much of the food was “not necessarily stuff that adult bodies should
be coping with” (Interview 1). On top of her work hours, Amanda had to take four graduate
classes per semester because she wasn’t teaching, so she would spend hours into the night trying
to catch up on work and eating. She says, “…I was spending a lot of time like late at night in my
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house eating whatever crap I could while I was working. So, a five-pound jar of gummy bears
and pasta, because pasta was cheap. And Ramen because Ramen was cheap” (Interview 1). She
finishes, “If anyone ever told me how bad exactly graduate school was going to be, I would have
never, ever gone to graduate school” (Interview 1).
Graduate students and, later, professional scholars, are often told that suffering is part of
the process of becoming and staying an academic. “Publish or perish” may sound like a tired
cliché until we remember the freefalling number of tenure-track positions available today, or the
number of graduate students who commit suicide every year, or scholars who have to hustle as
adjuncts in order to make a barely-livable wage, without the luxuries of health insurance or job
security. Within academia, even the most forward-thinking person may view someone without
tenure as simply not having done “enough” to achieve that status. The way contingent laborers in
academia are judged is similar to judgments against fat people in the thinking that they just
didn’t try hard enough—indeed that hard work in and of itself will led to success and failure is
due to a lack of discipline. If the thousands of PhD-holding scholars who are underemployed in
this country don’t prove self-determinism wrong, then I don’t know what does. Gwen
commented on the pressure to produce and the resulting effects:
… I know a lot of academics who may drink or are doing all kinds of other stuff
to excess, but it’s like, well, that’s because we’re brilliant, right, and we can just
kind of ignore so many of the other things, right, or you say, “Well, it’s okay
because I have to write this article, and so I have no choice but to sit at my
computer for 7 hours. So, if I didn’t exercise or eat well today, it was in service of
this,” right? I mean, so, I think it’s easier for us just to rationalize around a lot of
stuff and neglect the body as long as we think our minds working more so than I
feel like I’ve noticed like in other jobs that I’ve had or friends of mine that are in
other very different careers seem to talk about or feel. (Interview 1)
The message received is that it is part of the nobility of the profession to risk one’s health and
sanity. This outmoded and destructive approach to academic work stems from an ableist work
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ethic which, while it may have worked at one point for wealthy men whose only task was to live
a life on the mind, is completely unrealistic today. In addition to most professors balancing
multiple responsibilities beyond teaching, many of the people doing that teaching are not being
compensated as much as they should.
The effects of grad school on physical and mental health can last for years beyond
graduation, which illustrates how severe they are. For example, Nikki, who completed her PhD
more than fifteen years ago, told me that what she experienced in her PhD program made her less
social, a side-effect that has persisted. She says, “Before grad school, I went out constantly,
concerts and bars and social, social. I was so social. And I’m not like that anymore. So, grad
school, really, it did that for me” (Interview 1). Throughout our discussion about her PhD years,
Nikki mentioned many of the social pressures to fit into her program. Identifying as a queer
woman, Nikki felt displaced within her program by the behavior of her fellow graduate students.
She cited heteronormative preoccupations with marriage and coupling to be something she
couldn’t and didn’t want to participate in and thus felt excluded. Significantly, Nikki doesn’t
attribute this to her weight, but to a combination of socioeconomic, political, and religious
factors. This illustrates the difficulty of talking about fatness in a vacuum. For Nikki, as a
working-class, Catholic, liberal student in a wealthy, non-Catholic and rather conservative
environment, discomfort with her surroundings can in no way be traced solely to her body type,
but because weight and standards of beauty are wrapped up in socioeconomic issues, those
biases likely existed among her cohort, as well. Nikki says about her graduate program, “And
then I went to [redacted institution/graduate school]. And [redacted institution/graduate
school]—and I say this constantly—grad school was the best thing that ever happened to me and
the worst thing that ever happened to me. [Redacted institution/graduate school] destroyed me.
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[Redacted institution/graduate school] was rough. I almost dropped out” (Interview 1). Some
actions directed toward her were meant to sabotage her success in the program, such as students
checking out the books she needed to read for comprehensive exams so she would have to
purchase them and not asking her to share traveling or boarding expenses for conferences. Had
she not found friends in the younger cohorts and outside of the English department, she would
have dropped out.
An interesting sub-theme of mental health emerged while my participants and I discussed
the difficulties of pursuing a PhD. We started talking about coping behaviors and avoidance
tactics, which yielded surprising opinions. In an early interview, one of my respondents had
mentioned that she found stress relief by getting deeply involved in exercise during her graduate
program. When I mentioned that to Amanda, she said that people who became obsessed with
exercise and athletic endeavors in graduate school were not coping so much as they were
practicing avoidance. She said that people develop unhealthy habits, such as binge eating and
drinking, to cope with the pressure of grad school. In this line of thinking, those with the
destructive habits are, in fact, facing their problems while those embracing wellness and health to
the point of obsession or distraction are practicing avoidance. She says, “It seems like…the
positive habits […] really what they are, those are avoidance habits. You’re literally just
avoiding the fact that you have 700 pages of reading to do[,] but doing the 700 pages of reading,
you’re developing other [disordered eating] habits to cope with the fact that you’re doing 700
pages of reading” (Interview 1). Amanda found graduate school to be “emotionally scarring” and
she developed disordered eating while she was writing her dissertation (Interview 1), which
involved her eating only orange foods (Cheez Doodles, caramel Frappuccino, spaghetti, and
Kraft macaroni and cheese). Amanda recognized that she always engaged with disordered eating
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to some extent, but that the stresses of graduate school exacerbated what was already there. She
says, “…the avoidance versus coping mechanisms in grad school are interesting because they all
kind of have to do with survival. And none of them are healthy, right? There’s nothing healthy
about…going from someone who was a couch potato to deciding that you’re going to run 17
miles every day” (Interview 1).
Whether grad students are drinking, binge eating, developing obsessive-compulsive traits
surrounding eating, exercise, or anything else—maybe even participating in mean girl tricks, like
Nikki’s cohort—these behaviors are all in response to the pressure and competitive environment
of many graduate programs which are based on masculine, able-bodied ideals of productivity and
intellectual prowess. Mental illness among graduate students has been studied more over the past
decade or so, as researchers start to demonstrate that there is a distinctive pattern of depression
and anxiety among graduate students. In 2018, a group of medical researchers at the University
of Texas Health, San Antonio, St. Mary’s University, and the University of Kentucky studied
over 2,200 graduate students (mostly PhDs) across a range of fields to assess their levels of
mental illness. Their study showed that “graduate students are six times as likely to experience
depression and anxiety as compared to the general population” (Evans, et al. 282). More
specifically, the graduate students who felt anxious and depressed reported weaker, less trusting
relationships with their advisors, and felt like they had less of a work-life balance than their nondepressed and non-anxious peers (283). Both depression and anxiety were worse among females
than males, but transgender respondents had the highest reported levels of depression and
anxiety, by far, at 57% and 55%, respectively (versus 41% and 43% of women) (283).
Throughout my research, I’ve seen few resources tackling disordered eating and eating
disorder prevalence in graduate students. There are studies about general mental health—usually
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discipline-specific or studies including a mix of undergraduate and graduate students, but not
many talking about food issues or fat students, specifically. The fact that all my participants had
weight fluctuations, disordered eating, alcohol dependency, impostor syndrome and/or severe
anxiety should point to the fact that this is an area that needs more attention. In my own graduate
studies, I’ve known several people who have turned to the same behaviors my participants have
in order to cope. On a personal note, I have gained and lost about 200 pounds in the six years I
have been in the PhD program. I consider myself aggressive when it comes to taking care of my
mental health and I have the security of a loving partner who can financially support us, in
addition to my other points of privilege, and I still struggle daily to refrain from binge eating.
Perhaps unsurprisingly, this daily struggle has been a losing battle as I’ve written my
dissertation. In the final chapter of my dissertation, I present the findings from the third (or
fourth) interviews with my participants, which centered around determining if there is a place for
Fat Studies in Composition and Rhetoric. This conversation challenges the traditional scope of
Composition and Rhetoric while also acknowledging the difficulty in pinpointing exactly why
there has been less work done in Fat Studies within our field as there has been with other
marginal identities, such as LGBTQ identities, racial issues, disability work, and more.
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CHAPTER 6.
CONCLUSION:
WHERE DO WE BELONG? FITTING FAT STUDIES
INTO COMPOSITION AND RHETORIC
“I’m not the madwoman in the attic. I’m the lunatic in the basement.”43
A memory: When I entered the Composition Studies program at UNH, I initially was
interested in trauma research. One professor in our program who was on the verge of retirement
encouraged my research in this area and gave me positive feedback on the seminar paper I wrote
about trauma and writing instruction for his final grad seminar. He retired and, over the next
several years, my curiosity traveled down the path from trauma studies to embodiment work to
Fat Studies. Perhaps once a year I would run into this professor and he would ask me how my
research was going. Once or twice, he sent me an article about trauma theory he thought I’d be
interested in. I never told him that I had changed directions in my research interests, or what I
was planning on writing about for my dissertation. There are a couple reasons for this hesitation:
I never felt that we had enough time at whatever event we were at to fully discuss this change
and what it meant for my research, but mostly I felt that he wouldn’t understand or would
somehow disapprove. I felt that my research topic was well connected to our general field
through rhetorical and Embodiment Studies but, as a veteran compositionist, and as one of the
greats, I didn’t know if he would see the relevance. Finally, one day he asked me what I was
writing about for my dissertation. Clearing my throat, I said, “I’m talking to fat writing
instructors about their academic and professional experiences.”
“Who?”

43

Nikki, Interview 1.
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“Fat teachers.”
“What teachers?”
“Fat.”
He politely smiled and nodded but I saw and felt the bewilderment in his expression and our
conversation ended there. Although this professor has never been anything less than completely
cordial and lovely, I knew that there was a disconnect between my research, my experience, and
what I see as important in research and what he values. And what he values is what the field
traditionally has valued since its beginnings: student literacy, best teaching practices, and the
like. My nervousness in talking to this professor about my research is a stand-in for the concerns
I have writing about fatness within Composition and Rhetoric. In this light, my dissertation’s
conclusion serves several aims. First, to show that Embodiment Studies, especially in the current
climate, is crucial work in our field and that Fat Studies scholarship is an enriching subarea of
Embodiment Studies. This chapter also suggests ways to incorporate fat scholarship into our
classrooms and conferences and encourages allyship among fat professors and their non-fat
colleagues.
One tension I’ve felt in our field is between traditional composition studies and rhetorical
studies that don’t necessarily concern themselves with the study of writing and writers. We see
this tension’s pull in how different programs are set up—do they have a traditional writing
studies focus? Is there more focus on rhetoric? Do the professors in a given program refer to
themselves as rhetoricians or compositionists? The tension (I use this word as both its negative
connotation as being a push and pull between two worlds and as an opportunity for a healthy
balance of scholarship within a field) is even seen in program titles. The university of New
Hampshire’s program is Composition Studies. Syracuse University’s program is Composition
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and Cultural Rhetoric; Penn State has Rhetoric and Composition; Kent State offers Rhetoric,
Composition, and Social Practice, just to name a few. Anecdotally, I have heard colleagues
complain about national conferences that focus “too much” on rhetoric, especially rhetoric that
centralizes experience. I’ve seen these thoughts reflected on the field’s listserv, ranging from
mild concern to teaching anything other than traditional composition to complete dismissal of
any pedagogy or scholarship involving activist, liberal, and/or identity-focused approaches.44 So
where might Fat Studies, an area focused on highly subjective rhetorical and material
experiences and not necessarily having to do with writing and literacy fit into our field? This area
of concern was the last I spoke to my interview participants about. I felt that talking about this
last, after going through their early and later educational and professional experiences as fat
women, would make for fruitful observations.
The Voices of Influence within Composition and Rhetoric
The Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) is the largest
conference in Composition and Rhetoric. The associated journal is selective and is both a marker
and an influencer of what is trendy within the field. We see the waves of scholarly interests in
the field reflected in the four yearly issues of CCC. We see patterns in the hundreds of
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The Writing Program Administrators (WPA) Listserv would make an excellent case study for the very contentious
ideological differences of opinions on what the goals of First Year Writing should be as well as what kind of
research is valuable. One notable example is from 2019, in response to Asao Inoue’s C’s Chair Address, which was
about dismantling white supremacy in language teaching, grading, and classroom practices, and which took to task
the participants of racist pedagogies in our field. This address sparked a long discussion on the listserv that was
hopeful, contentious, and upsetting at the same time. The pivotal moment in the discussion was when an anonymous
user, with the username “Grand Scholar Wizard,” hopped on, told the listserv that our field, as well as education as a
whole, was coming apart, and advised, “When each [composition, writing studies, and higher education] are finished
and gone, you’ll still be able to passionately talk about, or bitch and moan about, or mentally masturbate all over
others’ ideas, their shitty analyses, embodiment, identity politics, and any other thing your heart desires” (Grand
Scholar Wizard). The hostile message, devaluing of important areas of our field, and username reminiscent of KKK
terminology, caused a firestorm of reactions. People called for list moderation, language guidelines, and many
people left the list because of what they deemed as its toxic environment.
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presentations given each year at the national convention. As gatekeepers to clout and notoriety,
the CCC journal and especially the theme of each annual convention, work to legitimize new
areas of research. I’ve had several fat rhetoric papers accepted to CCCC, RSA (the Rhetoric
Society of America Conference), and Feminisms and Rhetorics, but they have been poorly
attended45 and I didn’t see many other panels on topics relating to fat bodies, especially at CCCC
and RSA. My participant, Gwen, noted that Feminisms and Rhetorics is a great place to present
this kind of research but also noted that Fat Studies “can’t just be in women’s studies or feminist
studies journals” and she wondered if a “critical mass of people” all submitting about a similar
topic would be the way to firmly establish Fat Studies as part of the rhetorical purview of our
field (Interview 3). I next asked participants if they thought there is resistance to this kind of
work in Composition and Rhetoric.
Nikki thinks the exclusion of or resistance to doing Fat Studies work is because fat bias is
so prevalent in our society. Her following train of thought illuminates that talking about fatness
is still taboo, that identifying as fat is something many people would not do or would argue
against:
[E]ven Queer Studies is easier for people to negotiate right now than something
like Fat Studies. We don’t want to confront Fat Studies because we don’t want—
I mean what’s the first thing and I'm—I don’t know if you’ve ever been in the
position but I will joke about—like what I will say to my students… [I’ll joke]
“Oh yeah, this is why I’m fat because I was a pothead in my 20’s.” Right?
Whenever I say, “I'm fat,” you hear this all the time from people, you
acknowledge you’re fat, they'll say, “No you're not.” [My response is] like, “Who
are you [looking at]?... I'm overweight. I recognize it.” It's so funny that they're
like, “No you're not [overweight].” (Interview 4)

45

To be fair, it is entirely normal to have panels be underattended at CCCC, where there are over 40 concurrent
panels in each time slot.

138

Nikki here is describing the urge for people to deny a proclamation of fatness, despite its highly
visible nature. Perhaps it is easier to avoid getting into conversations about fatness because it can
be uncomfortable. Even this conversation seemed to be uncomfortable for Nikki, in the sense
that she had trouble finding the words to describe talking about fatness. Her explanation for the
biases that pervade conversations about fatness and how those biases might be limiting factors
for the legitimacy of Fat Studies is punctuated by starts and stops, as she tries different avenues
of explanation. Throughout our four hours of interviews, Nikki was generally confident and
eloquent in her speech, but this treatment of how self-deprecation and bodily awareness in fat
people can result in oblivion and denial in others didn’t come through as easily. In this way,
talking about fatness and ability can be similar to talking about race: many people just do not
want to engage with it. As pointedly illustrated by the neoliberal post-race discussions that are
proliferating on social and news media during the recent national events (the murder of George
Floyd by Minneapolis Police and subsequent widespread protests and calls for justice for Floyd
and the many other Black victims of structural racism), many people would rather ignore a
problem than to bring language to it. But that alone can’t explain why Fat Studies isn’t a larger
part of the conversations around stigmatized identities in Composition and Rhetoric.
Amanda and I talked extensively about the place for Fat Studies within Composition and
Rhetoric research. For Amanda, feminist scholars who focused on issues of embodiment were
instrumental in her graduate studies experience. She cites Elizabeth Grosz and Judith Butler as
two major influences. Amanda spoke about the complicated lineage of Composition and
Rhetoric, as a field who does its own very specific work on literacy but has also borrowed from
many other fields for its content and meaning making. Education, Psychology, Women’s Studies,
Critical Race Studies, Disability Studies, and more, have all been borrowed from and taken up by
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Comp-Rhet scholars which has enriched our field and perhaps also led some to ask, “what is the
domain of Composition and Rhetoric?” I, myself, ask this and I add the query if scholarship
about fatness belongs in our field.

Because Embodiment Studies has enjoyed such popularity within Composition and
Rhetoric, there seems to be a built-in space for Fat Studies. However, there is also a connection
between Fat Studies and Disability Studies, as Amanda pointed out:
[Fatness and disability] are stigmatized across society and within disciplines. But
the fat stigma is a non-passing situation…I’m never going to be able to pass as a
thin person. The only time I passed as a thin person is on my CV. And once you
see me in person, I am no longer a thin person. And there is nothing on earth that
can keep you from discriminating again me because of my body size. (…) Unless
I decide to disclose it as a disabled body…Once I disclose that I’m diabetic then
I’m a protected class again. Right? And so that’s a super messed up juxtaposition.
(Interview 3).
Amanda thinks that some of the concern over Embodiment Studies and the “tyranny of
experience” is a carry-over of the pressures to legitimize the field by aligning more with classical
rhetoric and other areas that have a more extensive history than Composition and Rhetoric as a
modern discipline. Amanda thinks the people who push back against Embodiment Studies “want
to pretend like they’re all esoteric and philosophical” but that that way of thinking isn’t realistic
or honest (Interview 2) She continues,
And I think that when those things are coming from people who are not living in
bodies that have significant differences, that they can say that as much as they
want. But that when you’re living in a body that gets treated differently just on the
very basis of it being a different body [it doesn’t work the same]. … Well, yes, it
is the tyranny of experience but it’s a real thing…. (Amanda 3)
Amanda continues by comparing the way people who write about race, at least in our field, are
received. She says,
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Nobody is going to say to a Black person, “Well, you’re really relying too much
on your understanding of your body.46 That’s really coloring your perspective of
things.” Because institutional racism is a thing. And so as soon as somebody
knows that that person is Black, that person’s experience becomes a drastically
different experience than the experience of a white person. (Amanda 3)
The comparisons between institutional racism and societal sizeism should not be overblown.
Clearly, sizeism hasn’t resulted in the mass kidnapping, enslavement, and incarceration of an
entire group of people, who are still actively discriminated against by multiple facets of society
and who are still dying at the hands of oppressors. The parallels that can be drawn, however, are
useful in that they illustrate the ways any group of marginalized people are treated in the US,
which in turn reflects the tensions and priorities within this country. Amanda’s point was, I
believe, to legitimize that experience stems from the body, that both size and race are generally
visible, and the more pronounced they are, the more at-risk the person becomes to discrimination
and possibly violence.
Resistance to Fat Studies Scholarship in English Studies
Do identity politics belong in Composition Studies? The answer is not easy, and there are
divided opinions. As I started applying to PhD programs in 2013, I used a popular website47 that
is geared towards for anyone researching, applying to, or deciding on graduate programs. The
site features all user-generated content, discussion threads about anything imaginable having to
do with graduate study—what different campuses are like, ins-and-outs of programs, advice
about major and minor decisions within graduate school, and conversations about sub fields.

I’m not sure if she would say this today, although I think who she means by “nobody” are academics who have an
understanding of institutional racism and its destructive workings.
46
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I am not naming the website or the participants’ usernames for privacy measures.
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Interestingly, when I researched Fat Studies on this site, it looks like the last noteworthy
discussion about it was in 2013, the very year I was applying to programs. This discussion was
posted in the disciplinary area for English Studies in which the original poster asked for general
thoughts about the existence of Fat Studies, after perusing The Fat Studies Reader. Here are
paraphrases of some of the responses (you will notice several responses from the same user are
listed):
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

User 1: This area seems like a joke, but it’s not!
User 2: The area of Fat Studies cheapens our field. It is reductive and too specific. Does it
deserve its own area within English?
User 1: This discredits the scholarly history of our field. Also, fatness is a health and selfcontrol issue, not an identification issue.
User 3: Dismissing this as a scholarly area is likely what also happened to other areas of
interest within Composition Studies, such as various minority studies, LGBTQ studies,
etc. This area also merits research outside of the medical model.
User 4 (who was also the original poster): The authors of The Fat Studies Reader are
super obese, not just fat, which is a serious health problem. Talking about fatness in
scholarly, humanistic terms will not help extremely fat people become less fat.
User 5: We’re going too far. What’s next?
User 1: Fat people made the choice to be fat; this isn’t culture, this is personal choice.
Pretending that there is a cultural context here is “masturbatory.”
The conversation, which was more than 100 posts long, unsurprisingly, never led to a

consensus. What is clear, is that the people who value perspectives from marginalized voices
seem to think Fat Studies is a worthwhile subfield of English Studies, and those who already see
fatness as a personal deficit, do not. Surely there are voices in between, but they were scarcely
represented in this conversation. The oft-made criticism of fat people, that they are solely
responsible for their fatness which renders them at fault, came up frequently in this discussion
thread, such as when an adjunct who lives in a small apartment on a limited salary revealed she
is able to stick to a vegan diet, even in her circumstances, in an attempt to negate the argument of
poor people’s access to healthy food options. User 1’s comments also place blame squarely on
fat people and their choices that led to their fatness. User 4 adds that the scholars whose writings
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make up The Fat Studies Reader are “morbidly obese,” which, to this user’s mind, belies health
problems so severe that culturally critiquing fatness becomes a dangerous endeavor. User 4 also
invokes a powerful “we,” when warning that if “we” ignore the medical concerns of fatness, in
favor of examining fatness as identity, then “we” aren’t helping anyone. This we is the field of
English Studies, including Composition and Rhetoric, that User 4 has pooled into one governing
voice of what should and should not be allowed in the field as well as what the purpose of the
field is (ostensibly, to help people). This user’s determination implies that scholarly study is
divorced from “helping” people, that fat people want and need help in the first place, and that
this “we” has the power to interpret identity for fat people. In fact, scholarly inquiry in the form
of medical studies of fatness, cultural analyses of fatness, and “helping people” are not mutually
exclusive. User 4 perpetuates the medical model/cultural model schism, which is what, I believe,
responsible Fat Studies scholars try to mend.

Some users were adamant that a focus on identity to such a specificity of body type is
unreasonable. As well, some of the rhetoric in these responses, beyond the language of blame, is
troubling for other reasons. I noticed that User 1 described work on identity and activism as
“masturbatory” which is the same language used by the Grand Scholar Wizard in the WPA
Listserv example. This term, while an effectively offensive way to address a bunch of scholarstrangers, also implies that cultural studies work, work which, at its heart, is about human
experience and social justice, is wasteful, self-serving, and pointless. Additionally, User 5
engages in a slippery-slope fallacy, claiming that inviting critical scholarship around fatness
would be a gateway into having to accept scholarship areas by any other identity (the example
used is ugly people), thus cheapening the entire field. The subtext is that, while some bodies and
experiences are worthy of critical thought and discussion, fat bodies are not. Though a small and
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hardly representative sampling of the diverse opinions about Fat Studies, these comments do
reveal some of the larger tensions I’ve spoken about within the field (have identity politics gone
too far? Does Fat Studies cheapen the field? What, again, IS the field?) as well as concerning fat
bias in the larger society (the personal responsibility piece, the lack of empathy for fat people,
the tendency for well-meaning people to medicalize fatness). There was some support on this
thread for a critical analysis of how and why society and culture contribute to make fat people
villainous, but mostly the responses were critical, dismissive, or completely off-topic. These
commenters were applying to or beginning their PhDs in 2013 and have likely graduated by now.
That means that the commenters who were in disbelief that an experience different from their
own could be worthy of critical insight and empathy are likely teaching. Furthermore, they are
my cohort. We very well could be junior scholars together at a university or meet each other in
the halls of a conference. Knowing that peers would pathologize and medicalize my body as well
as delegitimize my work is unsurprising, but disappointing, nonetheless. Legitimizing Fat
Studies within the discipline of English seems like a necessary step to help normalize fatness and
complicate the oversimplified rhetoric surrounding fatness and fat people. In addition to
legitimizing fat scholars and scholarship, allies are needed to help normalize these topics,
especially since very fat teachers may be few and far between in higher education.

Sometimes Allies: The Murky Place for Fat Allies in Fat Studies
The disagreement about pursuing identity research versus ignoring identity in research, as
discussed above, is a particularly feisty conversation for Fat Studies scholars, and warrants
discussion. As I have previously written about,48 on the spectrum of research about weight and

48

Pages 6 and 93 of this dissertation.
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fat, much research takes place purely from a medical model, while the other end of the spectrum
sees a lot of work by fat activists who endeavor to keep the medicalization of fat people
completely out of their work. Meredith Nash is an Associate Professor Sociology, whose work
largely involves pregnancy and photojournalism and Megan Warin is a Professor of Cultural
Anthropology who focuses on epigenetics,49 and has published extensively on epigenetics and
obesity. Both researchers are based in Australia and, in 2017, they co-authored “Squeezed
Between Identity Politics and Intersectionality: A Critique of ‘Thin Privilege’ in Fat Studies,”
published in Feminist Theory. Nash had attended the Australasian Fat Studies conference in 2012
and, after presenting a paper, received extensive criticism on Twitter for not addressing her thin
privilege and not providing a trigger warning for her talk. Nash and Warin’s article doesn’t
describe what Nash’s presentation was about in depth, but they provide the following brief
summary:
[The presentation] focused on how a cohort of pregnant women experienced
‘fatness’ and how the meaning of ‘fatness’ changed from pregnancy to
postpartum. The paper was premised on the view that ‘fat’ is a flexible and
ambiguous concept that is interpreted differently across the reproductive life
course for women. (70)
The criticism Nash received online after this conference sparked Nash and Warin,
notably not Fat Studies scholars, to take up issues with the field. They start, “We have written
this article because [Nash’s experience at the conference] provide[s] critical insight into the
contested meanings of intersectionality, identity politics and privilege within Fat Studies and the
continuing pull of anti-‘thin’/anti-negative views of fatness within certain aspects of
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At the very basic level, epigeneticists study environmental phenomena that affect hereditary traits by influencing
certain genes to be expressed, or not. One recent example of the popularity of epigenetics is the research that points
to what a mother eats while pregnant being very influential in her child’s weight patterns later in life.
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contemporary fat activism” (Nash 71). Nash and Warin point out the need for identification for
those involved in activist groups, especially when they are early on in trying to make opinion and
policy change. They recognize that this is complicated for self-identified fat activists because, so
often, fatness is seen as a changeable feature (unlike race). The authors go on to criticize the fat
activism movement, via the conference, stating,
If fat activism is only tied to particular identities, then fat bodies are the only site
through which political action can take place…while essentialism is, to a certain
extent, a necessary/temporary move in any political struggle and while we are
hesitant to imply that claiming an identity is a question of being either essentialist
or constructivist, fat activists might reflect on the long-term effects of an
essentialist position. (Italics original, 74)
The conclusion that fat activists think only fat people can fight for the movement may be based
on the treatment Nash received on Twitter for not acknowledging her thin privilege. Throughout
the article, Nash and Warin use scare quotes around thin to demarcate it as a problematic term. I
don’t disagree—defining thinness can be as complicated as defining fatness, as it is situated
differently in medical, cultural, and societal contexts. However, the authors specifically take
issue with the expectation that they would recognize their thin privilege at the conference and
with the concept of thin privilege in general. They note that the conference attendees seemed to
think that “all ‘thin’ people have a privileged existence without any qualification with regard to
social class, race, ethnicity or sexuality” (italics original, 77). To complicate their position, I
would say that their choice to attend a conference in a field that is largely to promote fat
acceptance and fat positivity and then criticizing the attendees for their expectations is insulting
and too reminiscent about frequent criticisms of specific (but not exclusive) organizations like
Black Lives Matter. Again, I am not going to equate fat shaming with racism. What I can equate,
however, is the struggle for in-group activists (which will largely include those who identify with
the group’s mission) to justify, educate, and correct out-group members on their behavior. Nash
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and Warin are not out-group members because they are on the thin side of the spectrum; they are
out-group members because their work, though sometimes about obesity, is not Fat Studies work
and is not done with the aim, necessarily, of eradicating fat stigma. Nash missed a couple of
important cultural cues at this conference but instead of seeing as a learning experience, she
criticized the positionality and methods of the attendees and advanced her scholarship at the
same time. Nash and Warin make some crucial points—the conference Nash attended, as well as
the academic field of Fat Studies in general, is largely comprised of white women and, at the
time of the conference, Nash said there was no mention of the fact that the conference was
overwhelmingly white. This blind spot regarding race has been leveled against mainstream
feminism and white feminists for decades by Black (Angela Walker, Audre Lorde, and Alice
Walker, to name a few) and POC (Gloria Anzaldúa is one major example) activists who didn’t
see their needs reflected in white-dominated feminism. Of course, Nash’s criticism of the lack of
mentioning white privilege at the conference does not negate her misstep. The fat activists at the
conference had an expectation that non-fat women would acknowledge their privilege and, like
many Black feminists’ wariness of white women, were likely wary of the unspoken difference
between Nash and the attendees. Nash and Warin further simplify the conference’s aims when
they talk about the concept of guilt, especially guilt over recognizing privilege. While they’re
correct when they say that guilt “is not an adequate basis for long-term political action as one’s
privilege will not necessarily cease to exist no matter how aware of it one becomes” (78), their
logic muddies when they claim fat activists are supporting “masculinist notions of the self as
bounded and rational” from which, once a woman acknowledges her privilege, she will be able
to overcome it and “transcend her circumstances by virtue of her own individual will” (78). Nash
and Warin are assuming quite a lot from fat activists—that they don’t want allies, that they think
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recognizing privilege equates to the desire to overcome it, and that the movement is flawed
because of one unsettling experience with it.
Going back to the brief description of Nash’s paper, I wondered if perhaps the problem
certain attendees had with it was situated in its pregnancy rhetoric, so I found the paper she
presented. It’s called “Picturing Mothers: A Photovoice Study of Body Image in Pregnancy.”
Nash describes her study, in which twelve heterosexual pregnant women took dozens of photos
documenting their pregnancies and post-partum periods, as well as provided observations and
remarks on the photos. It was from these data that Nash coded emergent themes. One theme was
that several women lamented their feelings of or being perceived as fat in early pregnancy. Nash
shares that women took fewer pictures of themselves during their first trimesters, for fear that
their bodies would look fat and, accordingly, they took more photos of their stomachs as their
pregnant bellies protruded in an obviously not-fat shape. The article traces the changing ways
these women viewed their identities as they progressed in pregnancy. Nash discusses how
participants, in later stages of pregnancy, became fed up with strangers’ comments about their
sizes and that, although their pregnant bellies weren’t being mistaken for fat bellies, they
resented the attention their large bellies received. In the Nash and Warin article, they claim the
Twitter criticisms stemmed from Nash not acknowledging her thin privilege and from the topic
of the paper. The authors do not examine why the content of the paper might be upsetting for a
room full of fat activists. For one, the paper was about a group of women who, by appearances in
the pictures, were thin and then got pregnant. While they rightly had conflicting emotions about
the changes happening in their bodies, which can be startling, upsetting, and joyful all at the
same time, the conflation of a temporary state of weight gain (admittedly, though, many women
don’t lose their pregnancy weight) to being fat, to owning that term, may have upset attendees.
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However, I think there is more to it than that. Pregnancy is, for many women, a fraught time. Fat,
pregnant women are documented50 as having negative experiences with health providers and the
medical rhetoric surrounding fat pregnancy is shockingly severe. Coupled with the stigma of
being fat, being fat and pregnant opens people up to even more guilt and shaming—guilt about
the decision to have a baby at a higher weight and pressure to have unwanted (and sometimes
unnecessary) medical interventions because of their high-risk classification. It’s very possible
that the women who tweeted negatively51 saw the immensely disturbing effect a conversation
about pregnancy and weight, especially from the positioning of women who were not clinically
or socially fat to begin with, might have, and were duly concerned about the lack of a trigger
warning. Nash and Warin’s work, if nothing else, proves the point that fatness is very difficult to
talk about. Fat activists, who rely on their identity as fat to establish their expertise of the lived
experience, are not the only people doing work to reduce fat stigma. The thousands of signers of
the HAES pledge show that allyship is a real possibility within the fat activism movement. But,
there must be critical acknowledgement of what this kind of work means and who it is serving.
Interestingly, Megan Warin published an article two years before her co-authored piece
with Meredith Nash called “Material Feminism, Obesity Science and the Limits of Discursive

See Angela Incollingo Rodriguez, et al., “Association of Weight Discrimination during Pregnancy and Postpartum
with Maternal Postpartum Health” (2019), Jennifer Lee’s “’You Will Face Discrimination’: Fatness, Motherhood,
and the Medical Profession” (2019), and the 2019 NYT article, “When You’re Told You’re Too Fat to Get
Pregnant,” written about the BMI cut-off many fertility treatments in the country have. Having just been very fat and
quite pregnant, I can personally attest to fat bias and interventions in my obstetrical care before, during, and after
pregnancy. I also read many women’s stories on the myriad pregnancy groups I belonged to, such as Baby Center
(UK based), What to Expect When you’re Expecting, AlphaMom, and I’ve spoken about these matters with other fat
women I know who have had babies.
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I have not been able to locate the tweets. They did not use Nash’s name or paper name, and she did not identify
the posters, as well.
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Critique.” In this article she closely critiques the two dominant frames in contemporary
discussions of obesity, the medical/biological model and the social model. As a matter of course,
I have largely criticized medical model rhetoric about fatness. I believe its tendency to
dehumanize fat people as well as view them only for their fatness is problematic and fuels much
of the fat-panic felt around this country. Indeed, I have spent pages52 talking about the social
construction of fatness and the media’s role in defining fatness. It is this former frame that many
fat activists will use for their theorizing—that fat, as a disease, as a scourge on society, has been
created by media and culture. In this light, many fat activists deny medical concerns about
fatness. I have also spoken about my own ambivalence about my weight,53 in that I am not
comfortable with it, never mind celebratory of it, but that I also recognize unfair biases against
fatness and I feel they are deeply unjust. Reading Warin’s article about the tendency for
conversations about fat to tend too far to the biological side or the social side was relieving to
me, because it illuminates the need for a grey area. Warin says there is “a crucial impasse
between fundamentally different and opposing understandings of obesity. This impasse sits on an
ontological and epistemological divide between the materiality of obese bodies (biology) and the
discursive construction of morally flawed bodies (social construction)” (50). Warin posits that
epigenetics and fetal origins study bridges the gap between purely biological and socialconstructivist viewpoints by offering a situation in which all permutations are possible—in her
view, fatness is most certainly influenced biologically (in the womb) as well as acted upon by
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See pp. 15-21 of this dissertation.

53

See pp. 51-55 of this dissertation.
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social constructs. Although Warin’s take on the topic of fetal origins theory is beyond my current
knowledge and beyond the scope of this dissertation, I do agree when Warin states,
To take flight from biology would actually be to take flight from politics and
ethical principles. Ethical practices emerge from material realities, and to ignore
the materiality of bodies is to ignore the significant social injustices that
accompany bodies—which is precisely the critique feminists and cultural studies
scholars have been levelling at biologists for years. (63)
Although unethical practices also certainly emerge from material realities, I think Warin has an
important point here. These two dominant approaches to scholarship on fatness (and they are not
the only two), that of analyzing fatness from a social constructivist lens or from a biological lens
leaves a wide gulf. Residing in the gulf are people like Roxane Gay (and myself), who both
crave an end to fat shaming and stigma but who also have complicated and not necessarily
positive relationships54 with their bodies. While I feel completely othered reading medical
literature about obesity, I also feel uneasy when I read pieces proclaiming the glory of fat and
denying medical outcomes of fatness. To each their own, but there also needs to be more said
about the coexistence of concern and celebration, of the juxtaposition of calling for compassion
from society while also struggling to be compassionate to ourselves, and of the possibility in
rhetorical studies to give credence to each.
Importantly, Nash and Warin don’t refer to themselves at fat allies. They do work
overlapping with Fat Studies inquiry areas, but they are largely housed in Sociology and in
Cultural Anthropology and epigenetics. They don’t need to identify as fat allies to present at a
Fat Studies conference, however, Nash missed a couple of community norms when she went to
one and chose to deeply criticize the movement (not that the movement is above criticism)
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See Gay, Hunger, for an in-depth treatment of her embodied experience as a Black, fat, queer woman.
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instead of reflecting on her positionality. Perhaps there is little love lost and she won’t attend any
more Fat Studies conferences. For those who do identify as fat allies, however, care should be
taken to learn about the community before speaking for it. Linda Bacon, Caitlin O’Reilly, and
Lucy Aphramor, in their essay “Reflections on Thin Privilege and Responsibility” (as well as
Cooper) warn about the complications surrounding fat allies. They all lament that a thin ally’s
words may be taken more seriously than a fat person’s words. After all, one common stereotype
of fat people is that they aren’t intelligent. And again, as any good ally should keep in mind, the
authors warn that allies “need to make sure that [they] don’t speak for fat people and that [their]
voices don’t drown out the voices of fat people” (italics original, 49).
Being an ally needs to be a thoughtful venture, which, as I’ve seen in my reading on the
topic, isn’t always the case. For example, Patricia Boling, a sociology professor at Purdue and
self-described feminist, wrote an article called “On Learning to Teach Fat Feminism” in which
she discusses her experience teaching a graduate seminar on feminist approaches to embodiment
and body issues. Her article is a reflective, honest look at her own complications with teaching
fat feminism as a thin woman who admits to being obsessed with diet and exercise. In this way,
she is acknowledging that her embodied situation also brings meaning into the classroom. Boling
invited a fat, activist graduate student into the class to guest lecture on matters of sizeism. After a
paragraph describing what the graduate student talked about and praising her, Boling ends with
the summation: “Throughout, Michaela modeled active, thoughtful resistance to fat phobia as
well as poise and pride in her own appearance” (emphasis mine, 118). Of course, what I take
issue with here is the remark about the student’s appearance at the end. A common stereotype of
fat people is that they are unkempt and dirty. Boling’s use of the word modeled is a problem as
well—she says several paragraphs later that, in a future course, she would like to tackle social
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questions about fatness, such as why people refer to fat people as “slob[s]” (121). Does she,
herself, subscribe to that idea, thus leading her to comment on Michaela’s “model” behavior as a
put-together fat woman? Boling’s comment about Michaela, although meant to be a compliment,
hints at a tension many fat folks feel—will I be taken seriously? This is directly related to the
problems of professionalization I wrote about in Chapter 4. If even self-identified feminist
researchers and allies to fat causes can still publish an article commenting on the physical
appearance of her fat guest speaker, then doesn’t it reason that fat-phobic people could do much
more harm? And, does it perhaps hint that many people hold fat bias within them without even
knowing? Allies can do great work in helping spread awareness and acceptance of fat people in
the university, but I can also imagine how I would have felt as a student in that class, if after the
grad student left, the professor remarked on her appearance and poise. I would have felt
mortified.
Skirting Around the Issue: Discussing and Evaluating Fatness
It is telling that, although overall my participants didn’t feel that their body size had much
of an effect on their experiences in the classroom, several did talk about ways their bodies could
be negatively received in the classroom, specifically through talking to students about certain
topics and through end-of-semester evaluations. For example, writing teachers must read
whatever student paper comes their way and these papers don’t always align with the teachers’
expectations or experiences. Medical research reports (which first-year students tend to want to
write) on diabetes, obesity, and the like, not only lack critical rhetorical engagement, but they
can be troubling for the instructor to read. While these papers may be written from a place of
concern or presumed knowledge (I’ve seen many papers about obesity and diabetes from
nutrition majors, particularly), they tend to be written solely from a medicalized viewpoint that
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focuses on percentages and statistic which, as discussed above, is done so to the detriment of
considering the human and cultural components of these conditions. At best, a research paper
about obesity can sound like a page taken from WebMD, full of aggregated data and little room
for story. At the worst, these papers can be othering and demonizing toward fat people, painting
them as a scourge on society’s financial and medical infrastructures. I asked a few of my
participants if they had encountered these assignments and, if so, how they handled them.
Amanda said that when she sees an essay medicalizing obesity, she says something to the effect
of, “you’re writing about a body that’s like my body. And I am telling you that my lived
experience in this body is very different than the way you’re reporting about my body or about
bodies like my body, specifically” (Interview 2). Talking about this matter with the student and
sharing her personal perspective hopefully teaches the student something about audience
awareness, if not empathy. Amanda is careful to use a measured tone when discussing this, so
students don’t assume she will retaliate against them for writing about the topic in the first place.
She says, “I try to do that in ways that don't make them think I'm going to fail them because they
wrote about the obesity epidemic” (Interview 2). The idea that Amanda has to talk about a topic
that is emotionally charged for her in a measured manner recalls one of the takeaways from my
Facebook interaction, as discussed in Chapter 5. The burden to humanize people with similar
bodies falls on Amanda, in this situation. A “teaching moment” it certainly is, but perhaps a
painful one, at that.
Joy also modifies what she does in the classroom when it comes to weight-based topics.
Joy talks about issues of sexism and race in console/computer games and the gaming
community, but she hasn’t talked about how bodies are treated in these games, though this is an
area ripe for discussion. She attributes this to her feeling vulnerable that talking about bodies will
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bring attention to her body. Similarly, Gwen was preparing to teach a mental health rhetorics
course the winter I interviewed her, and we discussed the possibility of her teaching materials by
and about fat writers. She questioned, “What would it be like for me to teach that? Would I have
more credibility because I am fat? Would I have less credibility because, it's like, ‘Well, of
course you're is talking about [that] because you are fat.’ You know what I mean? If a thin
person did it… I don't know” (Interview 1). Although embodied, lived experience tends to lend
credibility to those speaking about particular topics, fatness is complicated because people who
embody fatness are looked down upon in the first place. And because fatness is so visible,
voluntary disclosure of fatness is not an option in an in-person setting. Fat teachers are left to
make the choice to avoid any topic that calls attention to their marked bodies or engage with
material that may make them vulnerable to criticism and judgment. This is not an easy choice to
make.
Indeed, inhabiting a stigmatized body makes talking about that stigma difficult. Fat
people may feel hesitation to call attention to their fatness (as in the example in Chapter 4 about
using different furniture if standard furniture is too painful), even though fatness attracts
attention anyway. There’s good reason for fat people to want to avoid their bodies becoming a
focal point—as discussed earlier, the disciplining gaze can be tremendously destructive. We
know being fat in a fat-phobic world is difficult. But the fear of being fat may also cause bad
behavior toward fat people. As I discussed in Chapter 2,55 people from all weight groups have
been shown to prefer trading the health and safety of themselves and their children over
becoming fat, so strong is the fear. Even being linked to a fat person, say romantically or

See “The Influence of One’s Own Body Weight on Implicit and Explicit Anti-Fat Bias,” by Marlene Schwartz, et
al.
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professionally, can strike fear into people of all sizes. This fear or anxiety can be exacerbated
when a person with a stigmatized trait discusses matters connected to their stigma. So, a fat
professor discussing fatness, according to this theory, will incite anxiety in their audience. A
professor of Psychology at St. Mary’s College in California, Elena Andrea Escalera, has written
and presented on fat stigma in the classroom and in other professional work environments. In
“Stigma Threat and the Fat Professor,” Escalera reflects on her semester-long study in which she
measured her students’ fat bias. At the core of her exploration is the concept of stigma threat.
Escalera defines stigma threat as the phenomenon of when a member of a stigmatized group (for
example, a fat instructor) talks about subjects related to the stigma (like health, body image, and
sizeism, in this example) (206), which in turn creates “anxiety and distress” in the audience.
Escalera’s students felt more stigma threat when the topic of discussion was related to the stigma
of the speaker. So, when a fat guest speaker spoke about fat discrimination, post-class
questionnaires showed that there were more defensive responses than there were with other
topics, at a 3:1 ratio. This effect could result in damaging comments, if not in person, on end-ofsemester course evaluations, which means there are legitimate reasons for concern for fat
professors who want to talk about fatness. Fat bias isn’t always overtly expressed in the
classroom, but end-of-semester evaluations lend themselves to (generally) anonymous feedback
and criticism, which could certainly include comments about appearance, weight, ability,
mobility, and more.
Amanda’s and Joy’s treatment of issues concerning fat-talk and fat criticism in their
classrooms is indicative of the larger concern about the overall adjudication of their job
performance via course evaluations. Joy told me how one sour student wrote about her clothing
and her fatness in an evaluation. Another semester, she had “gotten back into shape” and
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received comments about being sexually attractive. Joy didn’t seem to let these reviews rattle her
much, simply remarking, “I mean they notice, of course people are going to notice what you look
like…If you’re mad and you’re a jerk then you’re going to find something [to criticize]”
(Interview 2). The larger problem this glosses over is that evaluations can be used to express
displeasure or disagreement with a teacher that has nothing to do with the course itself. If it is
true that “of course people are going to notice what you look like,” then it is also true that some
reviews will be influenced by students’ biases against certain looks.
End-of-semester evaluations have been widely studied and show that across the board,
but especially in certain disciplines, gender and racial biases affect the ratings of female and
minority instructors. Law researchers from the Labovitz School of Busines and Economics at the
University of Minnesota, Duluth, and Michigan Technological University, published a paper this
year looking specifically at implicit bias in student evaluations. As I’ve said, comments about a
fat teacher’s weight (or skin color or gender expression or any other marginalized identification)
may not be explicitly commented on in the classroom, but the more subtle ways implicit bias can
color evaluation is an area of concern. The article states that “even those who are explicitly
supportive of equity and sure they are unbiased can demonstrate implicit bias” (Reinsch, et al.
121). Reinsch, et al., discuss the problematic set-up of many evaluations, such as measures that
rely on opinion. For example, they cite the common measure, “The instructor demonstrated indepth knowledge of the subject,” and how responses to this are going to be flawed because
students know what it means to have in-depth knowledge about the specialty area (123).
Reporting on the advancement of sound methodological practices in the study of evaluation data,
Reinsch, et al., state with confidence that there is clear bias at work in student evaluations,
especially concerning race and gender. Furthermore, they note other kinds of biases, such as
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“age, disability and sexual orientation” that can render student evaluations harmful (126). They
also point to the body of literature56 that demonstrates attractiveness as an influencer of student
evaluations, “leading to attractive faculty being rated nearly a full point more on a 5-point scale”
(126). If fat bodies, male or female, young or old, are not attractive to the general society and are
connected with assumptions about intelligence, activity level, and more, we can see how course
evaluations may be a complicating factor for fat teachers, and how they might lead to
professional damage.
These consequences have recently been noted by the University of Southern California,
where end-of-semester faculty evaluations will no longer be used in “high-stakes personnel
decisions” (Flaherty). Additionally, evaluations will no longer have questions like “how would
you rate this professor?” and will instead focus on student involvement in the course. They are
taking these measures due to the discriminatory nature of evaluations as well as grade inflation
concerns. As cited in the article discussing So Cal’s decision to minimize the importance of
evaluations, a 2015 American Association of University Professors survey revealed that many
professors (2/3 of the respondents) claimed they felt “pressure to be easy graders” (Flaherty). I
have no doubt that instructors with a visible stigmatized trait, such as fatness, disability, or skin
color, feel this pressure at a higher level.
I was lucky enough to have a set of participants who, with a variety of differences,
talents, and perspectives, provided me with hours of interesting conversation full of wit,
empathy, sass, and the generosity of frankly sharing their life experiences with me, a virtual
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stranger. My original hypothesis for this study was that fat teachers would have experienced
numerous instances of fat bias in the classroom. While this was not the case, it also isn’t the case
that there are no mechanisms of fat bias and discrimination in academia. Instead, we see more
elusive and nefarious ways fat academics bear the brunt of fat stigma. As I have discussed in
Chapter 4, the physical structure of the university is a mirror of the ideological pursuit of
knowledge without attention to matters of the body. Ignoring and/or conforming the body has
resulted in holders of many kinds of bodies having to struggle for recognition and legitimacy
within academia. The disembodied university may have worked when they were only for
wealthy, white, able-bodied men, but it doesn’t work anymore. Further, the traditions in
academia, throughout graduate school and into the tenure or non-tenure lines, that privilege
individualism and productivity at the expense of mental health and self-care must be radically
shifted. One of the realities facing us (those who want to call academia home) is that higher
education is undergoing almost constant changes, including fewer and fewer tenure-line jobs,
more bloated administration, campus investment in non-academic pursuits, losses of funding,
and the like. Due to the current political moment with seismic ideological clashes, as well being
as in the midst of a pandemic, the near future of higher education is impossible to predict. In
calling for more empathy and kindness to fat bodies, I am also calling for the same for all
marginalized bodies. The bodies of women, of the BIPOC community, of the queer community,
of the disabled, of the mentally ill, of the advocate, of the ally, are the bodies that have carried
the heavy load throughout history and, in our smaller world, throughout academia. They have
done and continue to do the hard work of teaching students and colleagues, of insisting on their
humanity, even when they see resistance. Many universities have made great strides (some
begrudgingly) to become more physically and socially inclusive, yet universities today have a

159

more physically, racially, ethnically, and ability diverse student and teacher population than ever
before. Outmoded principles of individual success at the expense of community, the pullyourself-up-by-the-bootstraps mentality, and the romanticizing of suffering for work need to end
for universities to become ideologically and realistically aligned. The clinging to old ways of
evaluation, of a one-size-fits-all approach, and of harmful practices in graduate school and in
teaching must change. These problems affect people from all walks of life in the university—
from first generation students trying to “learn the ropes” to students, administration, and faculty
alike trying to navigate what Composition and Rhetoric disabilities scholar, Jay Dolmage, calls
the “steep steps,” literally and figuratively, of the profession they’ve chosen.
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APPENDIX B: STUDY RECRUITMENT MATERIALS
FACEBOOK CALL TO PARTICIPATE (POSTED DECEMBER 6, 2018)
Hello friends and colleagues. I am preparing to write my dissertation and am looking for 6
participants for my qualitative study on teaching and embodiment, specifically the fat body.
Participants should self-identify as fat (in whatever sense the word means to you) and be current
or former university-level English and/or Writing faculty of any rank/graduate student status.
Participation will include three interviews and the optional opportunity to be observed. Please
contact me directly if you have interest in finding out more about this project and please share
with your friends and colleagues (this post is public).
DM me on here or email me at dml2002@wildcats.unh.edu for more information and thank you
in advance for your time!
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APPENDIX C: CONSENT FORM

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPATION IN A RESEARCH STUDY
RESEARCHER AND TITLE OF STUDY
My name is Danielle Lavendier and I am a 5th year PhD Candidate in Composition Studies at
the University of New Hampshire in Durham, NH. My dissertation project is titled Fattening
Academic Discourse: Knowledge at Every Size.
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS FORM?
This consent form describes the research study and helps you to decide if you want to participate.
It provides important information about what you will be asked to do in the study, about the risks
and benefits of participating in the study, and about your rights as a research participant. You
should:
•
•
•

•

Read the information in this document carefully, and ask me any questions, particularly if
you do not understand something.
Not agree to participate until all your questions have been answered, or until you are sure
that you want to.
Understand that your participation in this study involves you to interview with me over
Skype or in person (if local) a total of three times within a 10–14 day period. Each
interview will last no more than an hour. Additionally, I will ask to observe your teaching
in Spring 2019 as well as ask you for previously written teaching narratives and similar
documents. Observation and document collection are not necessary to be able to
participate in this study. If you only want to participate in the interviews, that is fine. I
expect to conduct interviews between November 2018 and February 2019, and the
days/times of the interviews are at your discretion.
Understand that the potential risks of participating in this study are minimal, but you
might revisit traumatic and uncomfortable memories. You might have a hard or
unpleasant time discussing your body and your experiences in teaching and professional
advancement in relation to your body. You may choose a pseudonym for this study but
there is a chance that you might be identified, depending on the type of identifying
information you provide to me. I will share all writing about your specific contributions
to the dissertation before its submission so you have the opportunity to remove, clarify, or
otherwise alter information.

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY?
The purpose of this research is to talk to English/writing teachers who self-identify as fat about
their experiences throughout their educational pursuits and teaching careers.
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I intend to interview six people for this study, with the hope of observing two or three in their
classrooms.
WHAT DOES YOUR PARTICIPATION IN THIS STUDY INVOLVE?
I will ask you to participate in three interviews with me, each lasting about 1 hour (max) and all
three preferably taking place within a 10 to 14–day period.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY?
Risks, though minimal, are present for this project. There is the risk that our conversations will
bring up painful or embarrassing memories. You may recall and discuss difficult memories that
could cause distress. To help minimize distress, you are welcome to decline to answer any
question, or to answer without specific information being recorded (“off the record”).
An additional risk is that I cannot guarantee your anonymity. There is a chance your identity
could be recognized depending on how detailed you are about your teaching and institution.
Through my practice of sharing writing with you before submitting my dissertation, you will
have a chance to obscure information you don’t feel comfortable sharing.
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE BENEFITS OF PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY?
The benefits of participating in this study include the chance to tell your story and challenge
preconceptions of what it means to be fat and in academia. Talking about experiences may be
difficult, yet cathartic, for you. I also identify as fat and hopefully sharing your experiences with
an me, an empathetic listener, will beneficial. By participating in this study, you also get to add
to a burgeoning area within our discipline and help expand the idea of whose voices matter in
our society.
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATING IN THIS STUDY?
There is no compensation for participating in this study.
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY?
Taking part in this study is completely voluntary. You may choose not to take part at all. If you
agree to participate, you may refuse to answer any question. If you decide not to participate, you
will not be penalized.
CAN YOU WITHDRAW FROM THIS STUDY?
If you agree to participate in this study and you then change your mind, you may stop
participating at any time. Any data collected as part of your participation will remain part of the
study records unless you expressly request your data to be eliminated. If you decide to stop
participating at any time, you will not be penalized.
HOW WILL THE CONFIDENTIALITY OF YOUR RECORDS BE PROTECTED?
I plan to maintain the confidentiality of all data and records associated with your participation in
this research.
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There are, however, rare instances when I may be required to share individually identifiable
information with the following:
•
•

Officials at the University of New Hampshire,
Regulatory and oversight government agencies.

I also may be required by law to report certain information:
•

•

To government and/or law enforcement officials (for example, child abuse, threatened
violence against self or others, or hazing). If I believe that such a report is required, I will
follow the guidance of the UNH Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human
Subjects in Research (and of the University’s General Counsel) in making any such
report, in order to provide as much protection for your privacy as possible while still
complying with the law.
To appropriate UNH authorities (e.g., disclosures involving Sexual Violence—which
includes sexual harassment, sexual assault, unwanted sexual contact, sexual misconduct,
domestic violence, relationship abuse, stalking [including cyber-stalking] and dating
violence—must be reported to the UNH Title IX Coordinator or UNH Police).

Further, any communication via the internet poses minimal risk of a breach of confidentiality.
To help protect the confidentiality of your information, I will destroy all voice recordings
immediately after transcription. Transcripts will have your initials only. Files are stored on my
fingerprint-protected computer, on the hard drive only. Observation notes may be taken on paper
during the observation and later entered into a document on my computer, after which the paper
notes will be destroyed. Any other materials you supply me will have identifying information
redacted and replaced by your chosen pseudonym. My faculty advisor, Dr. Marcos Del Hierro,
and myself will be the only two people with access to this project’s data. However, because this
is a dissertation project and I am the sole researcher, there should not be a reason for anyone
besides me to see the study data. Writings from this study will form the main part of my
dissertation and will supply future conference presentations in my field as well as possibly lead
to future publications in my field’s journals. By agreeing to this study, you agree for your data to
be used in any future publications, conferences, etc. I will report the results using pseudonyms
you choose. You will also have the opportunity to review my writing (for the dissertation only)
before submission in case you need to retract any information.
WHOM TO CONTACT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS ABOUT THIS STUDY
If you have any questions pertaining to the research, you can contact Danielle Lavendier at
401.523.1864 or dml2002@wildcats.unh.edu to discuss them.
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject you can contact Melissa McGee in
UNH Research Integrity Services, 603/862-2005 or melissa.mcgee@unh.edu to discuss them.
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Yes, I, __________________________consent/agree to participate in this research project.

No, I, __________________________do not consent/agree to participate in this research project.

_____________________________

________________

Signature

Date

I give my consent
I do not give my consent

For UNH and the researcher(s) to use my information, including Sensitive Data, for the research
study.

_____________________________

______________

Signature

Date
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